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CHAPTER 1

The teenage girl’s hand shook with terror. It was too much for her. She clenched her fist and shifted awkwardly in the wooden chair.  
Rachel Ryan, in her 50s with silver hair and piercing green eyes, was crouched beside her. She put her hand gently to the girl’s face. ‘Come on, Catherine. Everyone has to do this. It’s what God wants, so you must not be afraid. Open up your fingers for me.’
Catherine shook her head and clutched her hand protectively to her chest. ‘No. I don’t want to do it.’
‘Do it for me, Catherine. Please,’ Rachel said in a virtual whisper.
Catherine shook her head and cowered away. 
Rachel could see they would need to use a different tact. She nodded to the two men who stood nearby. 
‘This will only take a second,’ Rachel said gently. ‘I promise.’ 
Rachel Ryan was a striking and charismatic woman who spoke with a soft Southern Irish accent. She was the leader of a religious group called The Family that was based in Snowdonia in North Wales.
Rachel watched as the men went over and held Catherine’s hand. They forcibly opened her fingers to reveal her palm. 
'No! Please!’ Catherine cried as tears came down her face. 
Rachel looked over at the hot branding iron that had been heating in the fire.
This is God’s will. It is a sign that we are willing to suffer just as he did when he gave us his only son, Rachel thought to herself. Catherine will learn that out of suffering comes great joy and great faith. 
A tall man with a beard pushed the hot, circular iron onto Catherine’s palm for a second. 
The sound of flesh burning. 
Catherine gave a scream that filled the room. 
Rachel could smell the burnt skin as the man plunged the girl’s hand into a bucket of iced water. Catherine wasn’t the first member of the family to try to resist the indoctrination to The Family, and she wouldn’t be the last. 
‘You see, darling? It’s over. And you’ve been so brave,’ Rachel said as she bent over, wiped Catherine’s tears away, and kissed her forehead. ‘God bless you. I love you Catherine and so does our good Lord.’  
Rachel smiled, turned, and left them. They would bandage Catherine’s hand, apply antiseptic cream, and in a few days the skin would have healed. 
Glancing out of the window, Rachel felt a great sense of wellbeing as she saw that the sun had begun to set behind the old farm buildings. On the other side of the track was a large, painted wooden sign of an open-armed Jesus, wearing sky blue and white flowing robes, with an orange sun exploding behind him. The sign read ‘Welcome to Solace Farm’. 
Solace Farm, originally named Cae Gwyn Farm, stretched for nearly fifty acres to the east of its renovated buildings and barns. There had been a farm on the site as far back as the 16th century when it extended to the uplands and cliffs at Dolgaregddu. The area was home to a unique blend of rare arctic and alpine plants such as alpine meadow grass, tufted saxifrage, and alpine saw-wort. 
The farm was close to the village of Gellilydan, tucked away in the south west corner of Snowdonia. A few miles to the north was Blaenau Ffestiniog, which had once been the largest town in North Wales. Known for its enormous slate mines and Ffestiniog Steam Railway, the town now relied heavily on tourism rather than industry.
Solace Farm was now the home of ‘The Family’, a religious gathering of Seventh-day Adventists. Locals were suspicious of them and there was always gossip about the goings on at Solace Farm. Although the stories of unthinkable behaviour were common, nobody really knew what went on there. The Family were on the radar of both Social Services and the police, but there had been no concrete need for concern or intervention. On the surface, they were a law-abiding religious community whose children were well cared for and supported. 
Wandering through the farm, Rachel glanced to the west at the stunning outline of the Snowdonia Mountains which were a pale lilac against the heavy grey sky. It sometimes reminded her of her home in southern Ireland. She rarely talked about her life in Ireland, preferring to tell stories of her time in various religious retreats throughout the world. What had happened to her in Ireland had been buried deeply. Dark memories that had been locked away so that she could survive. She knew they were there but she had found ways to avoid opening those doors to that sickening blackness.
Glancing at her watch, Rachel saw it was time for The Family’s evening prayer and worship. First, she needed to deal with Thomas, a wayward and defiant sixteen-year-old boy, who had been at the farm since his Uncle Eryl joined the group eighteen months ago. Uncle Eryl had decided to leave last Christmas. He had lost his faith in what they were doing and so he was no longer with them. But Thomas had been persuaded to stay. 
Thomas was not his real name. Rachel renamed members of The Family from the Bible as part of the new life that she promised them. “Doubting Thomas”, as she often called him, had once been Callum Roper. She thought Thomas was the perfect name for him as he seemed to question everything she said. He was smart but sceptical. However, she would win him over eventually. She was fond of quoting the Bible to him, especially John 20:24-29. She loved the powerful passage which features Jesus appearing to Thomas when he rose from the dead, telling him to put his finger in the holes in his hands and the wound in his side. It is only then that Thomas believes that Jesus is the Lord and Saviour. Rachel told Thomas, just as Jesus had told his disciple of the same name, "Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed."
Rachel knew that Thomas was becoming a serious problem. His petty thieving, bad language and confrontational manner was escalating. He had also been caught in the women’s quarters on several occasions. Rachel knew he had designs on a sixteen-year-old girl called Rebecca. Fornication outside of marriage was banned at Solace Farm. It was something that wasn’t open to debate. And the punishment for disobedience was severe.    
The corridor that led to The Chapel was shadowy and, as the wind picked up, the timber structure groaned and sighed. Rachel strode into it purposefully. It was still musty from the days that it had been a passage between two feed sheds. 
A figure stood lurking in the shadows. Hoodie up over his head, hands in pockets, kicking the ground in boredom. It was Thomas. 
He needs to be taken down a peg or two. He needs to be shown the way. 
Non-believers could not yet see because they were in the darkness. She needed to let her light shine for The Family, for Thomas, to see. 
‘Thomas Roper?’ Rachel asked, calling him by his full name to let him know of her displeasure. 
He looked up at her from under his hoodie but said nothing. He wore an expression of sheer contempt on his face. 
‘Can you take your hoodie down for me, please?’ Rachel tried to remain calm. 
‘No ...’ Thomas mumbled. 
‘What’s going on, Thomas?’ Rachel asked gently after a few seconds. ‘I thought you were going to turn over a new leaf for me?’
‘Don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Thomas said, looking at the floor. 
‘The stealing, the bad language. You’ve been caught in the women’s quarters twice now.’ 
‘Can’t you see? I don’t wanna be here anymore,’ Thomas said looking up at her and making direct eye contact. 
The thought of Thomas leaving the farm terrified her. His soul would be lost forever. How could she let him go when she knew that if he did that, he would burn in hell forever? However, she would call his bluff this time and see how serious he was. 
Rachel gestured towards the main entrance to the farm. ‘You’re welcome to leave, Thomas. You know that. Any time you want. Just say the word ...’
Thomas gave a snort of derision. ‘Leave? Oh yeah. Just like that, eh?’
‘What do you want Thomas?’ Rachel asked. It was horrible to see him this angry and discontented. 
‘I want you to leave me alone. I want to go somewhere else and build a new life.’ 
‘The life you have here is incredible. And you are building towards a beautiful eternal life in paradise,’ Rachel explained. 
‘I see you, Rachel. I know what you’re about,’ Thomas sneered. 
‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Rachel said. 
‘You’re a fake. You’re a phoney.’ 
‘That’s very unkind.’ Rachel could feel the rumblings of anger from what Thomas had said. 
‘These people here are fuck-ups who think you have some special gift. It’s a complete joke!’ 
‘You don’t mean that, Thomas,’ Rachel said, trying not to be hurt by his words. 
‘I hate you. I hate this place.’
‘Thomas, please!’ 
‘What you’re doing to us is evil!’ Thomas shouted.  
That was too much. Rachel slapped him hard across the face with a resounding THWACK! 
She instantly regretted it. 
With tears in his eyes, Thomas shook his head at her, turned and marched away.
‘Thomas?’ she called after him. 
She watched him go for a few seconds. She would talk him round later. She always did.   
Taking a deep breath to calm herself, Rachel prepared to address her flock. She stood straight, shoulders back, like the nuns had shown her when she was a child. Rachel had been brought up as a strict Catholic in County Galway. However, the Catholic faith, with all its pomp, idolatry and dark hypocricy, had been rejected a long time ago. 
Striding forward, with a joyful look on her face and clothes flowing, Rachel cast thougths of Thomas’ cutting words and the memories of her childhood to one side and went into the chapel where nearly all of The Family were sitting on the wooden benches that were banked up in rows. 
She smiled and raised her arms for a few seconds as a form of greeting.
‘You beautiful, beautiful people. Look at you all! It makes my heart sing to see you and feel the love that is in this room,’ Rachel said.  
The walls were painted a brilliant white. A long, rectangular window had been cut out of the far wall to face the sun for most of the day. Outside the light was fading and darkness was setting in. 
‘You know, I woke up this morning. And do you know what I thought?’ Rachel said in a warm, friendly tone as she continued her confident march into the heart of the chapel. The members of The Family sat up, looking over at her – they hung on her every word. 
So they should. I am a designated prophet. I am the appointed Lamb of God. And I love my flock, Rachel thought as she smiled at them all. 
The Family was made up of nearly sixty men, women and children from all parts of the UK and abroad. They belonged to an unofficial splinter group of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, which was technically a Protestant denomination. As with the Jewish faith, they observed Saturday as their Sabbath and believed that Jesus Christ’s ‘Second Coming’ was imminent. There were currently over twenty five million Seventh-day Adventists in the world, mainly in the US where the denomination had been founded in the 1860s.
‘What a gift it is to have Jesus in our lives. What a joy it is to have our certainty of faith as we go through our days. Last night we read Isaiah. How he described a kingdom that must be set up during the last days of the earth on which we live. And that is what we have done here. And when those final days on this planet come, all of us here are prepared. If we have to fight for God, then we are prepared. Armageddon. The Second Coming of Our Lord and Saviour.’ Rachel reached down and took her well-thumbed Bible and raised it into the air. ‘And this is what the Bible says. The Lord shall go forth as a mighty man, he shall stir up jealousy like a man of war. He shall cry and roar. And he shall prevail.’ She didn’t need to read it. She knew most of the Bible by heart – she had spent nearly half a century studying it. 
The Family nodded in agreement at what she had said. 
Rachel’s eye was caught by movement as Simon came striding into the chapel and approached. Simon Chaplin was her right-hand man, her confidant, and sometimes her lover. 
From the expression on Simon’s face, she could see he was concerned. As he reached her, he leant in close to whisper something.
‘Thomas has stormed off somewhere.’ 
‘I know. He’ll calm down, don’t worry,’ Rachel muttered. 
‘He’s left the farm,’ Simon said. ‘He’s gone.’ 
It took Rachel a few seconds to comprehend what Simon had said. 
‘What do you mean gone?’ Rachel whispered back to him.
‘I mean gone. He had a bag of his stuff ready and he’s left,’ Simon said anxiously.
‘Did no one think to stop him?’ Rachel hissed at him.
‘I don’t know. It happened so quickly ...’ Simon muttered. ‘He just pushed past me.’ 
Rachel looked up at The Family and announced, ‘I’m afraid there is something very pressing that I must attend to.’ She handed her Bible over to a young woman who was carrying a toddler. ‘Mary, why don’t you lead everyone until I get back. Revelations ...’
Rachel and Simon hurried out of the chapel and then stopped in the darkened corridor. 
‘What do you want me to do?’ Simon asked, sounding scared. She wanted him to be scared. 
How had this been allowed to happen?
‘I want you to round up some of the men. And then I want us to go and find Thomas and bring him back here,’ Rachel said, an inch from Simon’s face. ‘Or we make sure that he doesn’t get away.’
Ten minutes later, Rachel strode swiftly across the fields of Solace Farm. She could feel her anger and stress growing as the earth crunched beneath her boots.
I should not be having to do this!  
Beside her was Simon, and two other men from The Family. One of them carried an over-under Purdey shotgun, the other held an army issue .303 calibre rifle. The Family were well-equipped when it came to guns and ammunition. Rachel knew that when Armageddon and the Second Coming of Our Lord Jesus came, the true believers may well have to go into battle for God. She told The Family on numerous occasions that they needed to be prepared. That’s what was foretold in the Bible. Jesus would come again, not to deal with those who have sinned, but “... to save those who are eagerly awaiting him.” Sometimes she thought her insight and spiritual wisdom was lost on them. 
‘Where the hell is he?’ Simon asked, his breath quickening from the effort of their rapid journey across the uneven ground.
They had spotted Thomas ten minutes earlier, shouted for him to stop, and fired a series of warning shots into the air. Then they had lost him in a small wooded area.  
Rachel was still seething. ‘How did no one see this coming? And why did no one stop him!’
‘I’m sorry, Rachel. He pushed me to the ground before I could do anything,’ Simon said. 
‘He’s only a boy! This calls our security into question,’ Rachel said as she scoured the darkening fields ahead. ‘We’ll never find him in the dark.’
Suddenly, she spotted a figure running from a small copse of trees towards a steel gate.
Is that him? 
Thomas was about two hundred yards away but she recognised his clothes and stature immediately. 
‘There he is!’ Rachel yelled, as they all broke into a run.
One of the men pointed the shotgun into the air and fired a warning shot. 
BOOM!
A cacophony of sound and movement as birds scattered from the surrounding trees and escaped up into the dusky sky. 
‘Stay there, Thomas! Please!’ Rachel bellowed. This was his last chance.  
For a moment, Thomas stopped and looked back at them from beneath his black hoodie. Then he quickly scrambled over the gate and continued to run. 
‘Now what?’ Simon gasped. 
‘No more warning shots. We need to stop him getting away,’ Rachel said sternly. ‘I don’t care how we do it.’ 
Rachel didn’t like to think about ‘the leavers’ and what had happened to them. But it was part of God’s plan to save them. She thought Thomas understood that she was trying to save him. The Book of Revelation said that those who didn’t believe would find themselves burning in a lake of fire. Is that really what he wanted? She couldn’t let that happen to anyone that she loved. 
As they reached the steel gate they saw that the field on the other side led down to a fence and, beyond that, a railway track that went east to west. Thomas was now only a few yards from the fence.
Rachel turned to the tall, thin man with the rifle. ‘Shoot him.’
The man nodded, lifted the rifle, aimed and then shot.
CRACK!
The sharp sound of the gunshot reverberated across the whole landscape. 
Fully expecting to see Thomas drop, Rachel instead saw him continuing to run. 
‘You idiot! Shoot again!’ Rachel snapped, getting frustrated. 
CRACK!
From somewhere, Rachel could hear a rumbling noise, like the growl of thunder in the distance.
What on earth is that? she wondered as her attention was drawn, across the fields to her left, towards an approaching train.  
As she watched, Thomas stepped onto the track and looked left. He stopped for a moment. The train was thundering towards him. Walking gingerly over the tracks, he glanced left again. 
It’s going to hit him! But if that’s God’s will ... she thought. For a moment, Rachel prayed that Thomas would be hit by the train.
‘Come on!’ she shouted at the men as they raced towards the fence.
She watched as Thomas got to the other side of the railway track with only seconds to spare. The train roared past, obscuring their view. 
As Rachel, Simon, and the other men approached the fence, the passing train had now completely blocked their view of the fields beyond. 
‘This can’t be happening!’ Rachel snapped as she hit the metal fence out of frustration. ‘He’s going to get away. Have you forgotten what that means?’ 
The train was carrying huge coils of industrial piping. Wagon after wagon went by with no end in sight. 
Come on! Come on!
Rachel looked left, willing the train to pass so they could continue. 
As the final wagon rattled past them, Rachel peered into the darkness. Thomas was nowhere to be seen – he had vanished. 
They had lost him. 



CHAPTER 2

DI Ruth Hunter of the North Wales Police stood beside a burger van in a lay-by on the A5 towards the eastern edge of Snowdonia. Her partner, DS Nick Evans, was buying them coffees.
It was mid-February and still freezing cold. Stamping her feet, Ruth fished a ciggie from the packet inside her coat pocket. Shielding the lighter from the battering wind, she lit the cigarette and took a deep drag. 
Bloody lovely. 
The light of the day had virtually faded and the ridges of the Snowdonia Mountains were suffused with undulating patterns of pink and purple light. It was stunning. Even after three years in North Wales, Ruth could still be overwhelmed by Snowdonia’s beauty. She had even started to remember the history, myths and legends that Nick had regaled her with since her transfer from Peckham CID in South East London. She knew that the ridges she was gazing at were the Berwyn Mountains where the Welsh had fought the English in some kind of battle and won. It had something to do with Owain Glyndŵr and one of the King Henrys. 
‘Here you go, boss,’ Nick said, handing her the coffee in a large plastic cup. 
She noticed that Nick looked tired and a little drawn. With a newborn baby, it was to be expected. 
‘As I always say ...’ Ruth said with a grin.
‘Drink it while it’s hot otherwise you might taste it,’ Nick said with a smile. 
‘I know London has its drawbacks, but right now I would kill for a flat white and a chocolate Tiffin,’ Ruth admitted as she puffed her ciggie. 
‘Tiffin? What the bloody hell is a Tiffin?’ Nick groaned. 
‘Like a chocolate brownie, you peasant,’ Ruth teased. 
‘I’ll take all the caffeine and sugar I can get at the moment,’ Nick said. 
Nick had a baby daughter, Megan, who was nearly six months old. Ruth was her godmother and Megan’s christening had been a magical day. She had been named after Nick’s cousin who had died in tragic circumstances a few years before Ruth had arrived in North Wales.  
‘You’ve got a baby. What did you expect?’ 
‘I’m so tired I feel like I’m wading through soup,’ Nick admitted. 
‘Not sleeping through yet?’ Ruth asked, taking a final drag of the ciggie.
‘I’m trying. But I’m only getting about five hours a night,’ Nick said with a knowing smirk.
‘Not you, you berk! Megan,’ Ruth said, rolling her eyes. 
‘Berk? Another one of your retro insults to go along with plank, wally and plonker,’ Nick said with a smile. 
‘You forgot pranny! So, is Megan sleeping through?’   
‘She’s not sleeping at all,’ Nick replied, fishing the car keys out of his pocket. ‘It’s making Amanda a bit demented.’
‘That’s a bit strong. It’s a massive change for all of you. I’m sure she’s gonna be okay.’ This wasn’t the first time that Nick had mentioned Amanda’s mental state. It was beginning to worry Ruth a little. 
‘I suppose so,’ Nick said.
Ruth looked at him. ‘ Would it help if I had a chat with her?’
‘Actually, yeah, that would be good. If you don’t mind,’ Nick admitted, looking relieved. 
Ruth stubbed out the cigarette and took one last look at the fading light over the mountains before getting into the car. It was like one of the picture postcards that she used to buy when she was a kid – before everyone used Instagram instead. Ruth had spent most of her childhood holidays in North Wales with family, away from the concrete estates of South London, SW11. But now it was home.   
Nick started the engine, pulled out of the lay-by and rejoined the A5.  He clicked on the car stereo again and the new Green Day album started to play. 
Ruth reached over and immediately turned it down. ‘I’ve given Green Day a chance, but I think we need to listen to something else, Nick.’
‘What, Spandau Ballet’s Greatest Hits?’ he snorted.
‘Oi! I’ve got a very eclectic musical taste, thank you very much,’ Ruth protested. Nick was a music snob and his rock music was not her thing at all. 
‘Listening to old Stevie Wonder albums doesn’t make you eclectic,’ Nick said with a grin. 
‘Oh, sod off, music snob,’ Ruth said, smiling.
‘And I’m not listening to the new Kylie album again, just because it was recorded in Nashville and has a slight country edge. It’s not exactly like The Black Crowes going bluegrass about a decade ago is it?’
‘The Black who?’ Ruth asked, watching Nick roll his eyes in satisfaction of winding him up. 
The Tetra radio in the car crackled. ‘Three-six, three-six. This is Dispatch. Over.’
Ruth clicked the radio. ‘Dispatch, Dispatch. This is three-six. Go ahead. Over.’
The computer aided dispatch, or CAD, operator continued, ‘Three-six. We have reports of gunshots at Solace Farm in Ffestiniog. Over.’ 
Ruth looked over at Nick.
‘It’s about fifteen minutes from here,’ Nick explained. 
‘Three-six. Received. We’re en route. Any uniforms in attendance? Over.’ Ruth asked. 
‘Dispatch. Negative. Uniformed officers en route. ETA twenty minutes. Over.’
‘Three-six. Our ETA is ten minutes. Will advise on arrival. Out.’ Ruth said and hung up the radio.   
‘I said fifteen minutes,’ Nick said with a frown.
‘And I’ve seen the way you drive,’ Ruth quipped. ‘Could be pheasant shooting?’
Nick shook his head. ‘Not at this time of year.’
Nick hit the button and the lights and sirens came on – the ‘blues and twos’, so called because of the flashing blue lights and the two-tone sound of the siren.
He looked over at Ruth and grinned. ‘Hey, she’s the fastest hunk of junk in the galaxy!’ 
Ruth felt herself jolt back in her seat as Nick stamped down on the accelerator.
‘What are you talking about?’ Ruth asked as she grabbed hold of the seat.
‘Han Solo? Star Wars?’ Nick replied with a frown.
‘Erm ... geek,’ Ruth said, muffled under a cough.
As Nick hammered along the A5, Ruth inspected the sat nav looking for the best approach to Solace Farm.
‘Solace Farm? It’s not your average name for a farm around here, is it? Sounds a bit hippy-ish?’ Ruth observed. 
‘Yeah, I remember hearing about it as a kid. I think some weird cult lives up there,’ Nick said with a frown. 
‘A cult. Like the Moonies?’ Ruth asked.
‘The ‘Moonies’? I thought they were those sock puppets that lived on the moon?’ Nick said. 
‘That was the Clangers!’ Ruth chortled.  
‘I think they were Christians up at Solace Farm. A boy in my class, his mum was a proper ‘God Squad’. She went and lived up there. Everyone said they were a bunch of weirdos. That’s all I can remember,’ Nick explained. 
‘Well as long as we don’t have another Waco on our hands, eh?’ Ruth said, thinking back to the TV footage of the siege of David Koresh’s religious sect in Waco, Texas, in the early 90s. It had been a tragedy, with women and children dying in a fire. 
‘God, no. I don’t think they’re like that,’ Nick said. 
‘The turning is up here on the right. Then it looks like it’s a mile or two down a track to the farm,’ Ruth explained. 
The road ahead was pitch black.
Clouds had completely covered the moon. 
All I can see is dark outlines of bushes. 
Ruth peered into the darkness looking for the turning.
Where is it? 
Suddenly, out of nowhere, a hooded figure shot out of the hedgerow and across the road in front of them. 
Oh my God!
Nick slammed on his brakes. ‘Jesus Christ!’
As the figure ran, it looked behind - as if it was being chased.
Ruth was thrown forward. 
She watched in horror as the figure tried to run across the other lane. 
It was instantly hit by a van coming the other way and tossed high into the air. 
‘Shit!’ Ruth gasped as they finally came to a halt on the road. Her shoulder was red-hot from the friction of the seatbelt against her collar bone under the force of braking.
Flinging open the door, Ruth jumped from the car and sprinted up the road to where the figure lay twisted on the ground. The air was filled with the smell of burning rubber and the sound of the car’s siren.
Looking down, she could see it was a boy in his mid-teens. He was wearing a black hoodie that he had pulled up over his head. He was completely unconscious ... or worse. 
Nick arrived a few seconds later. ‘I called for an ambulance. And uniform.’
Ruth looked back at the boy. He had blood coming from his mouth. More worryingly, he also had blood trickling out of his right ear; Ruth was no doctor, but she knew that wasn’t good. 
‘I think we need the air ambulance,’ she said. 
A voice came from nearby. ‘He just came out of nowhere.’ The van driver, visibly shocked and shaking, looked over at them.
‘It’s all right mate. You couldn’t have done anything,’ Nick reassured him. 
Ruth checked to see if the boy was still breathing. He was. She put her fingers to the artery in his neck to check for a pulse. 
‘Can you hear me?’ Ruth asked. ‘You’ve been in an accident. Can you hear me?’ 
No point. He’s unconscious. 
The pulse was there but it was weak. 
Ruth looked up at Nick. ‘He’s alive but only just.’
We need to ID the victim, Ruth thought, going through procedures in her head. 
She carefully delved into his jeans pocket. His injuries were serious and they needed to let the boy’s family know what had happened as soon as possible. She found a small wallet and a wad of papers folded together. 
Nick indicated to Ruth the dark tattoo he had on his right forearm. ‘Boss.’
Ruth could see the tattoo featured an ornate cross with the name Thomas underneath it. 
‘Thomas,’ Ruth said, as the area was suddenly lit up by the lights of the paramedics arriving.
Bloody hell, that was quick. Thank God! she thought. 
Ruth and Nick stepped back from the boy as the paramedics rushed in. The female paramedic looked at Ruth. 
‘We were on the way back when we got re-routed,’ she explained, and then gestured to the boy. ‘It might be his lucky day.’ 
The paramedic leant down and helped her male colleague to work on the boy. 
As they moved away, Ruth looked at the wallet and opened it. Inside was an old bank card which she took out. ‘This bank card expired last year. It just says C Roper.’
‘So what’s with the Thomas tattoo?’ Nick asked. 
‘Maybe the card is stolen,’ Ruth said as she unfolded the wad of papers that she had found in the pocket of his jeans. They were prescriptions, and there were seven of them.
‘Are they all for him?’ Nick asked. 
‘No. None of them are for him,’ Ruth said as she thumbed through them. 
Nick looked at them. ‘Painkillers and tranquilisers. Oxycodone, Tramadol, Diazepam.’
‘All of which can be sold on the black market,’ Ruth said. She knew the market for prescription drugs such as these was growing. 
‘Definitely. Two quid or more for a pill. And those are for boxes of forty,’ Nick said. 
Ruth approached one of the paramedics. ‘How is he?’
‘Not good. Critical,’ the paramedic replied. ‘I’m going to call for the air ambulance.’
‘Okay. Thank you,’ Ruth said as she went back to Nick.
‘Boss, why the hell did he just come running out like that?’ Nick asked.
‘I thought it looked like he was being chased,’ Ruth said. 
Nick nodded. ‘Yeah, that’s exactly what I thought.’ 
They were on the same page as usual. 
The paramedic came back over. ‘The victim’s got an injury across the top of his shoulder. I’m ex-army and I think it looks like it was caused by a bullet. It’s just a flesh wound but that’s what it looks like.’
Bloody hell! A bullet?
‘A shotgun?’ Ruth asked. 
The paramedic shook her head. ‘No. It was caused by a high velocity rifle of some kind.’
Ruth exchanged a look with Nick – she didn’t like the sound of that. 



CHAPTER 3

By the time Nick got to the local shop, it was nearly nine in the evening. As he wandered the aisles, it was hard to shake off the image of the teenage boy being tossed high into the air by the van. Why had he run straight into the middle of a busy road? Why was he looking back as though he was being chased? Why had he been shot? And why did he have lots of prescriptions for painkillers and tranquilisers? Nick wondered if he worked for a gang selling prescription drugs on the black market. Was that why he was being chased and shot? A deal gone wrong. Dealing on someone else’s turf. The accident had happened in the middle of nowhere though. The main drug gangs in North Wales were on the coast or in Llancastell.  
Walking past the alcohol section, Nick realised that it had been months since he had even registered the very fact that he was an alcoholic who had no interest in alcohol. That was clearly a bloody miracle. He could now walk past fridges and shelves of booze with no fear. It was only a couple of years ago that he would come into this very shop at eight o’clock in the morning for bread, milk, eggs and other bits and bobs. And then, like clockwork, he would say ‘Oh, and I’ll have a bottle of that vodka. You know, for later.’ As though this was an afterthought. The grim reality was that the vodka had been the only overwhelming thought he’d had since he opened his eyes. And it wasn’t for later. It would be swigged as soon as Nick got into the car to take away the shakes and sweats before he went to work. What an utter relief it was to be in recovery and to have found AA. And of course, to have found Amanda at an AA meeting. 
Nick returned home, with the joyful expectancy of seeing his baby daughter, Megan. He couldn’t wait to watch her sleeping, gurgling or smiling. Everything she did seemed magical. However, there was also a slight apprehension. He feared how he might find Amanda. The birth had been traumatic for her. She had haemorrhaged and almost died from the blood loss. And since they had brought Megan back from the hospital, Amanda’s moods and emotions had been worryingly volatile. She seemed to go from lethargic and crying to utter fury in a matter of seconds. Nick’s Auntie Pat told him to be patient. Some kind of ‘baby blues’ or post-natal depression was very common. She had suffered from it herself. 
Wiggling the key in the lock, Nick opened the front door quietly in case “his girls” were asleep. The house smelled of talc, baby lotion and fresh washing. It smelled incredible and his spirits were immediately lifted. 
Walking into the kitchen, he put his keys and phone down on the table and went and put the kettle on. He was gasping for a cup of tea. 
A few seconds later, Amanda appeared and gave him a forced smile. 
‘You okay?’ Nick asked.
Amanda nodded but didn’t say anything as she slumped at the kitchen table. Nick guessed from her pyjamas and dressing gown that she hadn’t managed to get dressed. Hey, who was he to judge? He used to wet himself on the sofa!
‘How is she?’ Nick asked gently. 
‘Fine. Yeah, well she’s fine now,’ Amanda said wearily. 
‘Long day then?’ Nick asked. ‘Do you want tea?’
‘No, I don’t want tea,’ Amanda said pointedly.
‘Why don’t you go to bed and have a sleep?’ Nick suggested.
‘I don’t want to go to bloody bed, Nick,’ Amanda snapped. 
Nick waited for a few seconds as he busied himself getting a tea bag, mug and milk.  
‘Why don’t you ask Auntie Pat to come over? She’d love to help out,’ Nick said, as he had done on previous occasions. 
‘I don’t need her here. She’ll only judge me for being a shit mother!’ Amanda snapped. 
Jesus, this is hard going. 
‘You’re not a shit mother! ... And she’s not like that. You know she’s not like that,’ Nick protested, but regretted his tone.
‘Fuck off, Nick. What would you know? You and Ruth swan around in your car, thinking you’re God’s fucking gift ...’ Amanda stopped and the tears began to fall down her face. 
‘It’s all right,’ Nick said as he went to her and put his hand on her shoulder.
‘What’s happening to me, Nick?’ Amanda sobbed. 
Nick put his arms around her and for a moment she hugged him back. It had been days since they’d had any physical contact. It was breaking his heart to see her like this. 
‘It’s okay. I’m fine. Every mother goes through this don’t they?’ Amanda said, pushing him away and standing up. 
‘Why don’t we go back and see the doctor?’ Nick suggested.
‘Do you know what I need?’ Amanda sneered as she went to the door.
Nick shrugged. He had no idea what she was going to say. ‘No, I don’t. But if you let me help you ...’
‘I need a drink, Nick. I need a big fucking drink,’ Amanda said as she tapped her head. ‘I need to get out of here. The thoughts that are spinning around my head. I just need to turn them off.’
Nick felt his stomach lurch.
Oh God, I didn’t see that coming. 
‘You need to ring your sponsor,’ Nick said. 
‘Fuck my sponsor. She’s a self-righteous bitch!’ Amanda said as she stormed out of the room. 
Nick watched her go – he was completely helpless. 

RUTH WANDERED FROM the kitchen to the living room of her house with a large glass of red wine. Even though it was dark outside, she hadn’t pulled the curtains. They made her feel claustrophobic. It had been one of the things about Sian that annoyed her. At the first sign of darkness, the curtains would have to be pulled. Sian said it “... creeped her out because any weirdo could be looking in.” Ruth would snort her derision. They were both CID detectives for God’s sake. They knew the chances of them having a random, psychotic ‘Peeping Tom’ was virtually nil. Ruth also knew that she didn’t precisely match the profile. She wasn’t exactly Pamela Anderson or Demi Moore, or whoever the modern equivalents were. 
It had now been nearly six months since Detective Constable Sian Hockney had packed her bags and moved out. Ruth’s obsession with the ghosts of the past had finally driven her away. One ghost in fact. Sarah. 
Ruth sat for a moment on the sofa and gazed out of the patio doors. It was inky black outside. The wind rushed across the garden having swept across the fields that extended for as far as the eye could see. Someone nearby had an open coal fire and Ruth got a trace of its odour from the air that sneaked in from outside. 
Looking over at the box that had been left by a courier at the side of the house nearly two months ago, Ruth wondered if she should open it. She knew exactly what it was but once she’d prised open its lid, her understanding of the past would change forever. And there was no going back. 
It had been nearly seven years since Ruth’s partner Sarah had got on a commuter train from Crystal Palace to Victoria. She never arrived and no one had seen her since. She had simply vanished into thin air.  Ruth had used all her powers to track her down but to no avail. Inside that slim box might be some answers. But Ruth wasn’t sure she wanted to know. 
Stamped on the side of the black, high-quality cardboard in gilt ink – Secret Garden. Ruth’s instinct was that the elite London sex parties run by Sarah’s lover under the banner Secret Garden, held the key to why her partner had disappeared. 
Swigging down the last of her wine for a bit of Dutch courage, Ruth took the box and began to tear it open. Inside was the Secret Garden membership brochure which featured a man and woman in a sexual embrace. Beside that was an ornate membership ticket with a red velvet trim. Ruth stared at the contents for a few seconds. It had taken her months to summon up the courage to even open it. As she pulled out the brochure, she saw there was also a thin black eye mask. Not much for the two hundred pounds she had forked out for membership. However, if it brought her closer to finding out what had happened to Sarah, then it was more than worth it. 
Picking up the mask, Ruth looked at it. Even just touching it made her squirm inside. 
As she opened the brochure, she saw a list of parties that she was now eligible to buy a ticket for. There were two a month, and most were in London. Tickets were a hundred and fifty pounds each, even after the membership fee.
Running her finger down the dates, she came to March 1st 2020. 
That’s the date. Am I really going to dress up and head to a London sex party?  she thought. She didn’t have a choice.



CHAPTER 4

The following morning, Nick and Ruth had mis-timed their journey over to Llancastell University hospital. They had driven straight bang into the middle of the rush hour and school traffic. 
Ruth glanced at the school children in the back of the car in front and said, ‘Christ, in my day no one ever got a lift to school. It was either the bus or walk.’
‘These days if you haven’t got one hundred pound trainers and Netflix, you’re deprived,’ Nick said. 
‘I’m glad that fatherhood is turning you into a grumpy old man ... How was Amanda when you got in?’ Ruth asked. 
Nick pulled a face. ‘Not good.’
‘No?’ Ruth said and waited for Nick to fill the silence. He had got a lot better at talking about personal stuff as their friendship had developed. It had also been helped by his ongoing sobriety. Ruth and Nick shared everything, which made their working relationship in the force unusual. 
‘I’m not sure what to do for her. She said she wanted to have a drink because she feels so bloody awful,’ Nick admitted. 
‘That really doesn’t sound good. Are you worried that Amanda is with Megan at home on her own?’ Ruth asked.
Nick shook his head. ‘No, no. She’s not going to drink. And I’m not worried that Amanda’s going to harm Megan or anything like that. But I know I’m not fully concentrating on the job, which is dangerous.’
‘Take some time off work. You must be owed leave? When was the last time you had a day off?’
‘When I had paternity leave,’ Nick admitted. 
‘Do it. And that’s an order,’ Ruth said with a kind smile. 
Nick pulled into the University Hospital car park and parked in the restricted parking area. They were there to check on the young man that they had seen knocked down on the A5 last night. Callum Roper.  
‘Anything come back on the victim from last night?’ Ruth asked as they got out of the car. 
‘Nothing, boss,’ Nick said. 
‘Hopefully, he’ll be able to explain why he was running across a main road with a gunshot wound and those prescriptions in his pocket,’ Ruth said as they went through the main entrance. 
As they headed for the lifts, Ruth got the waft of ‘that hospital smell’ – a mixture of overcooked food and sterilising chemicals. 
‘You know Sian’s actively looking for a transfer out of Llancastell CID?’ Ruth said. It had been weighing on her mind for a while. Since they split up, Ruth and Sian had continued to work in the same CID office which made things awkward at times. It was the reason why relationships within the force were not encouraged. 
‘Yeah, I heard ... I just didn’t want to say anything ...’ Nick said with a slightly embarrassed shrug. 
Ruth and Nick got into the lift and the doors closed. 
‘It’s fine. It’s made a few people uncomfortable,’ Ruth said. 
‘I’m gonna miss her when she goes,’ Nick admitted. 
For a moment, Ruth got a flashback of the relationship she had shared with Sian. The laughter, the passion and the love.
God, how did I manage to fuck that up so monumentally?
‘Yeah, so will I,’ Ruth said quietly as they got out of the lift and headed for the ICU. She felt a twinge of emotion. Sian was going and it made her incredibly sad.
Don’t cry, you idiot! she thought to herself. 
As they arrived at the ICU, Ruth and Nick used the anti-bacterial hand wash. Nick showed his hands to Ruth. ‘There was a bloke I was in rehab with who used to drink this sanitiser stuff.’
‘Jesus. That’s disgusting!’ Ruth said. 
‘Hey, it’s eighty per cent proof. That makes it soapy moonshine,’ Nick quipped with a grin. 
‘I prefer a nice Merlot myself.’
Ruth showed her warrant card to the nurse behind the main desk. ‘DI Ruth Hunter and DS Nick Evans, Llancastell CID. A teenage boy was brought in last night. RTA. Head injuries. Came in on the air ambulance?’
The nurse nodded and got up from her seat. ‘I’ll just see if I can get the doctor for you.’
A few seconds later, a young doctor came over to see them.
‘Morning, detective. Can I help?’ he asked. 
‘A teenage boy came in last night. RTA? We just wanted to check on his progress,’ Ruth said. 
The doctor looked at them with a grave expression. ‘I’m afraid he didn’t make it.’  

SIAN SAT OPPOSITE DCI Drake in his office at Llancastell Police Station, which was also the headquarters of the North Wales Police force. When Drake had first arrived at Llancastell CID from Manchester, Sian had found him intimidating. He was a brilliant DCI and never resorted to condescension or bullying of any kind. However, his calm self-assurance, confidence and charisma just made her feel a little uneasy in his company. Still waters run deep, so the saying went. Maybe it was because Sian feared that she possessed none of those qualities. 
Smoothing his hand over his bald head, Drake sat forward in his chair and pointed to the paperwork in front of him.
‘I just need you to countersign this paperwork, and that’s it,’ he said, holding out a pen for her to take.
Sian had applied for, and got, a new job as a DC in Swansea. No one else knew. 
‘Thank you, boss,’ she said, taking the pen from his enormous hand. 
‘You’re going to be sorely missed, you do know that?’ 
‘I doubt that, boss, but it’s very kind of you to say it anyway.’ Sian’s eyes scanned down the sheet to where a cross indicated a space for her signature.
God, this is making me feel awkward.  
‘Come on. Since I came into CID, I’ve really seen you grow. You’ve become an excellent member of the team here,’ Drake said. ‘And you’re sure there is nothing I can say that will make you stay?’
Sian pursed her lips and shook her head. Bumping into Ruth every day just wasn’t good for her mental health. 
‘No, sorry. My mind’s made up. Part of a new adventure in a new city,’ Sian explained, not convinced herself that it was the right thing to do. 
‘Off the record, I know there’s been a problem between you and DI Hunter ... Ruth. It’s none of my business, but when things are personal it makes this job a lot harder,’ Drake said sitting back in his chair.
‘Yes, boss,’ Sian said as she signed the papers. ‘Unfortunately, you don’t always have control over who you’re attracted to.’
Drake nodded. ‘That’s true.’
‘Do you mind not saying anything to Ruth until I talk to her? She knows that I want to leave but she doesn’t know that I’ve got a new job and that I’m actually going,’ Sian explained. 
‘Of course. No problem,’ Drake said.



CHAPTER 5

It was mid-morning. Rachel had prayed to God at dawn for Thomas’ soul. He had left them and she knew what that meant for Thomas. Eternal damnation. He had turned his back on the word of God, even though he had been shown the light. When Christ Our Lord returned to them, it was the souls of people like Thomas that would perish in a lake of fire for eternity. It was such a sad thought. It was also why she fought so hard for people to stay and not leave The Family. As Jesus had once said, ‘Forgive them Lord, for they know not what they do.’ 
As Rachel came out of the front entrance of the farm, she pulled her hair up into a ponytail and tied it. Even though it was cold, the sky was clear and the sunshine bright. She fished out her sunglasses and put them on. She took a deep breath. The incident with Thomas the evening before had shaken her and she needed God’s guidance as to how to proceed. That was the beautiful thing about the faith that she had found. If she asked, then God would provide signs, dreams, and direction for her and The Family. And if it was God’s will, then it would be their will too. 
Gazing out at the countryside that stretched away into the distance, Rachel took a deep lungful of the fresh air. She felt it cleansing her as she raised her head to the sky and prayed for peace of mind.  
In peace I will both lie down and sleep; for you alone, O Lord, make me dwell in safety.
The tranquillity was broken by the sound of metallic banging. Over to her left, Simon and another man, Aaron, were working on fixing a car. That’s how Solace Farm made some of its income. Buying, fixing and selling cars. 
As Rachel looked over, crows took to the air from a nearby tree, startled by the noise. She didn’t like crows. They were a sign of a coming darkness. 
Striding across the yard, she approached the two men who were deep in conversation as they looked at a car engine. 
Simon looked up and wiped his hands on his jeans. ‘Rachel?’ He looked anxious. But then again, Simon always looked anxious. 
Aaron, mid-twenties, had been with The Family since he ran away from a care home aged sixteen. Despite the cold, he was wearing a t-shirt and Rachel admired the shape of his muscular arms. She’d had sex with him the night before. He was a little mechanical but the act was a service to God and The Family. Rachel had a vision from God that she must take on the burden of the sexual needs of The Family. Sexual intercourse outside of marriage was banned on the farm but Rachel would sometimes have sex with the single men. She felt it was an act of God to keep their biological needs in check. It was no coincidence that the rapists, sexual perverts, and paedophiles of the world were all men. Their sexual urges and need for gratification made them very different creatures to women. She thought that men were like cows – they needed to be milked regularly or they became irritable. 
Rachel gestured across the fields. ‘What do we know about the accident last night?’
The local news bulletin on the radio had reported a serious accident on the A5 and Rachel was keen to know if it was connected to Thomas’ escape. 
‘An air ambulance was called and a person was taken to the University Hospital. I’m waiting for a phone call from someone there,’ Simon explained. 
‘Okay. If it was Thomas, is there anything that would link him to us?’ Rachel asked. She didn’t want the police poking their noses around Solace Farm. In recent years, she had developed a good relationship with the local police and they pretty much left The Family alone. 
Simon’s face dropped as he nodded. ‘He was carrying the prescriptions. If anyone checks them properly, then they are registered to Solace Farm.’
‘What? How was that allowed to happen?’ Rachel thundered. 
Simon cowered at her words and Aaron looked the other way, pretending not to have heard anything. 
Rachel felt the rage grow within her. It felt hot and unmanageable. Simon was so weak. So pathetic. She sometimes wished him physical harm and prayed for the feeling to go away. 
Simon’s mobile phone rang. He answered it and walked away for a moment. 
Rachel looked at Aaron but he avoided her gaze. 
‘Are you all right, Aaron?’ Rachel asked, moving towards him and touching his arm.
He’s scared of me. I don’t want him to be scared of me.  
Aaron nodded. ‘Yeah ...’
‘We spent the night together and yet you still fear me?’ Rachel said gently.  
Aaron pursed his lips. She could see that he didn’t know what to say. 
‘Haven’t I been good to you, Aaron?’ she asked. 
‘Yeah, of course,’ he replied.
‘And you understand that the prophecy that was given to me was real?’ 
Aaron nodded. 
‘And God demanded it. And we have to follow God’s lead regardless of what we might want for ourselves,’ Rachel said. 
Before she could go on, Simon returned. He gestured to the phone. 
‘That was someone at the hospital,’ he said. 
‘Was it Thomas?’ Rachel asked.
Simon nodded. ‘He died last night in the ICU.’ 

SITTING IN HER OFFICE, Ruth sipped her coffee and looked out of the window. The winter sun had burnt away the clouds and its rays now glistened on the glass. Looking down at her phone, she could see the date of the Secret Garden party she had picked. A venue above the London Planetarium. She knew she had to go to the event as if she were a working detective. Methodical and unemotional. It was a chance to gather possible evidence and follow a decent lead. But she knew it wouldn’t feel like that. She had too much invested in what she might find. 
There was a knock at her open door. Looking up from her phone, Ruth saw it was Sian. She felt her stomach instantly tighten.  
‘Have you got a second, boss?’ Sian asked. 
For a moment they looked at each other and there was an uncomfortable silence. 
‘Can it wait? I’ve got to do this briefing on the boy that died last night,’ Ruth explained, trying her best to sound light and breezy.
‘Yeah, of course. No problem,’ Sian said awkwardly. 
‘Sorry, Sian. We’ll talk later?’ Ruth said, with all the horrible emotional baggage that came with that statement.
‘Fine. Honest,’ Sian said as she turned and went. 
Oh God. This is so bloody hard. 
Taking a deep breath, Ruth grabbed her files and headed out into the CID main office to address the team. 
‘Morning everyone,’ she said as she got into her familiar DI mode. ‘Anything on the boy who was killed on the A5 last night?’ 
DC Dan French sat forward on his chair and looked over at her. ‘Boss. The University Hospital sent over the victim’s fingerprints first thing this morning. I ran them through the system and we got a hit.’
‘Great. Who was he?’ Ruth asked.
‘Callum Roper. Aged sixteen. Last known address was in Crossley Park,’ French said. 
Ruth nodded – Crossley Park was the most deprived area in Llancastell and was rife with addiction and crime. ‘Next of kin?’
French looked down at the printout. ‘Mother. Sam McEwan.’
‘And we’ve got a full address for her in Crossley Park?’ Ruth asked. Someone had to go and break it to her that her son was dead. 
‘Yes boss. Then I ran his details through the PNC,’ French continued. The PNC was the Police National Computer and carried details of any prior convictions.
‘Anything?’ Ruth asked, sensing from French’s tone that he’d found something. French had just finished his time as a probationer and had secured a permanent DC position in Llancastell CID. It was good news because Ruth rated French as a young detective. Not only was he hard working and dedicated, but his instinct for police work was excellent. 
‘Suspended sentences for petty theft, arson, ABH and drug dealing,’ French said.
It wasn’t an unusual CV for some of the wayward teens in Crossley Park. 
‘I spoke to the EWO for Crossley Park,’ Sian said looking over. The EWO was the Education Welfare Officer who would be aware of pupils’ truancy and attendance at the local schools.  
Ruth and Sian’s eyes met for a second. It was both familiar and uncomfortable. 
‘Was Callum on her records?’ Ruth asked. 
‘Yes. She told me he had been taken into care when he was fourteen as his mother could no longer look after him. His attendance dropped off by the time he was fifteen. Then he just vanished,’ Sian explained. 
‘Vanished? What did she mean by that?’ Ruth asked. 
‘She had no record of him ever going to school again. She spoke to Social Services who told her to contact the care home. Staff there said that Callum had run away to go and live with his Uncle but they were trying to get him back. She didn’t hear anything after that,’ Sian said. 
‘Sounds like everyone passed the buck and he slipped through the net somewhere along the line,’ Ruth said sadly. It didn’t sound like Callum had had much of a life and, even though it was a familiar tale, it made her feel uneasy. 
‘What did we get on the prescriptions?’ Ruth asked Nick.
‘They were due to be issued by Covey’s Pharmacy in Ffestiniog. I gave them a ring so they’re expecting someone,’ Nick said. 
‘Sian, Dan, can you take the prescriptions we found on Callum and go to Ffestiniog? Let’s find out why they were happy to hand over that many prescription drugs to a sixteen-year-old boy. See if we can get an address for him on their system,’ Ruth said. 
‘Boss,’ Dan said. ‘Without him giving them an address, they’re not legally allowed to hand him any medication.’
‘Unless there’s something dodgy going on,’ Sian pointed out. 
Ruth looked at Nick. ‘We’ll go and talk to the mother.’
‘Boss,’ Nick said.
Ruth stood up from the table that she had been perched on. ‘What are we thinking? Callum picks up prescription drugs with a load of fake prescriptions. He sells them on to a dealer or deals them himself.’
‘If he cut the dealer out, or was stepping on someone else’s patch, that might explain why he was running and got shot. He definitely looked like he was being chased,’ Nick said. 
‘Yeah. He was scared enough to risk running across a main road and it cost him his life.’ Ruth looked at them all and for a second remembered the tragic image of Callum’s young face as he lay dying on the road. ‘Let’s remember, Callum was just a sixteen-year-old boy. By the sounds of it, he’d had a pretty tough life. We have to do our best work for him. He deserves that. So I want us to find out why he died and if anyone was responsible ... Thanks everyone. Let’s get to work.’
Grabbing the files, Ruth headed back to her office. She wondered if she had time for a coffee before she and Nick went out to speak to Sam McEwan. She sat down and took a breath. 
Someone knocked at the door. It was Sian again. 
Does she want that chat now? 
‘Boss, Professor Amis called from the mortuary. He’s done a preliminary examination of the victim and he wants you to go and see him.’ 
Ruth was glad. She wanted more information about the gunshot wound. 
‘Thanks, Sian ...’ Ruth said as she saw Sian hesitate by the door before starting to leave. 
‘Okay, see you later,’ Sian said. 
‘You wanted to have a chat about something?’ Ruth asked. 
Sian turned. Ruth could see from the expression on her face that it wasn’t going to be good news. 
‘Erm, yeah. Is now okay?’ Sian asked tentatively.
‘Yes,’ Ruth said nervously. 
‘Sure?’ 
Ruth gestured to the chair opposite her. ‘Of course, come and sit down.’
This feels weird. And a bit scary. 
‘No easy way of saying this.’ 
‘Right.’
‘So ... I’m just going to say it ...’ Sian said. 
Oh God, what’s all this about ... She’s going to leave.
‘I’ve got a new position in Swansea CID. I’ve been through it with DCI Drake and I’ve signed all the paperwork so it’s now official. I go next week,’ Sian explained. 
Ruth felt like she had just been hit by a train. She swallowed to stop herself from reacting or even crying. ‘Right ... Okay.’
‘Sorry, I ...’ 
‘It’s fine ...’
‘I really am sorry ...’
‘Thanks for telling me,’ Ruth said without making eye contact with Sian. It was too painful. 
Sian got up. She looked upset. ‘I couldn’t do this ... whatever this is ... anymore.’
Ruth watched as Sian turned and walked away. 



CHAPTER 6

Ruth and Nick walked along the deserted corridor in the basement of Llancastell University Hospital. Ruth knew she had said virtually nothing on their second journey to the hospital that day.  
‘Yabba, yabba,’ Nick said, miming talking with his hands. ‘Will you stop your incessant chatter. You’re giving me a headache.’
Sarcastic twat!
‘Very subtle, Nicholas,’ Ruth said rolling her eyes. ‘Sorry, I’m just miles away. Sian came to see me earlier, that’s all.’
Nick’s expression and tone completely changed. ‘Oh ... right.’
‘You know?’ Ruth asked. Nick hadn’t hidden that he understood the significance of her statement.  
‘I’m not sure if I’m meant to say anything, but there’s a rumour that Sian’s leaving CID for another job,’ Nick confessed.
‘And you didn’t think to tell me?’ Ruth growled.
‘Sorry. I was waiting for the right time,’ Nick said sheepishly. 
‘She’s going next week. I can’t quite believe it,’ Ruth admitted. 
‘Yeah. I’m sorry it didn’t work out for you two,’ Nick said. 
‘Well there’s only one person to blame for that isn’t there?’ Ruth groaned, full of self-pity. 
‘Come on. It’s complicated. Don’t beat yourself up over it, eh?’ 
Ruth swelled with sadness and loss. Something about Nick saying it out loud meant that it was actually true. 
‘It’s fine. I’ll be fine. I’m being stupid. Come on, let’s not keep Dr Death waiting,’ Ruth said as she reached out and pushed open the dark blue doors to the mortuary.
‘Bloody hell, it must be bad. I’ve never seen you in a rush to get into the mortuary before,’ Nick quipped as they went in. 
Ruth immediately spotted Amis sitting by his computer eating a pot noodle. 
Jesus! How does he do that?
Nick indicated the pot noodle and said under his breath, ‘Boss, I’m not joking but the flavour he’s eating is called sticky rib.’
Ruth shook her head and whispered, ‘Jesus, that man is seriously warped.’ 
Amis gave them a cheery wave and got up. Ruth could see Callum’s body laid out on the metal gurney at the far side of the room. 
‘Here they are. Llancastell’s answer to Mulder and Scully,’ Amis quipped. 
‘Mulder and Scully? Showing your age, Tony,’ Ruth laughed. 
‘That’s X-Files, right?’ Nick said uncertainly. 
‘Spot on. What I would have done for a quick turn around the floor with Gillian Anderson,’ Amis said wistfully.
Come on. As much as we’d love to hear about your strange fantasies ...
‘Something you wanted to show us, Tony?’ Ruth asked, trying not to sound impatient. 
‘Yes, sorry. Getting carried away. Come over here,’ Amis said putting down his pot noodle. 
Ruth and Nick turned and followed Amis to look at Callum’s body that now seemed devoid of any colour under the harsh post-mortem lights. 
‘There are a couple of things that don’t really sit right with me at the moment,’ Amis explained. 
‘Cause of death?’ Ruth asked, wondering what Amis meant.
‘No, no. He definitely died from the accident. Internal bleeding and damage to his skull and brain,’ Amis explained. 
Ruth peered closely and saw that there were bruises around Callum’s neck. From experience, she knew they were signs of strangulation. 
Nick pointed to the bruises. ‘Looks like someone had tried to throttle him’.
‘Yes. Someone had definitely choked him with their hands,’ Amis agreed. 
‘And that fits into our theory that there had been some kind of altercation with a gang,’ Nick said. 
‘Any clues?’ Ruth asked, wondering if the pattern of the bruising could tell them anything. 
‘Small bruises from the fingers. My guess is that they were a woman’s hands,’ Amis suggested. 
Ruth and Nick exchanged a look – not quite what they had expected. 
‘Then we have this partial bullet wound to the shoulder. Not much more than a graze,’ he continued. 
‘Female paramedic said she thought it was from a high-powered rifle. She was ex-army,’ Ruth said. 
Amis nodded. ‘I agree. Definitely not a shotgun pellet or even a handgun. So yes, high-powered rifle sounds about right.’
Ruth nodded. A rifle didn’t really fit with the idea that Callum had been involved in some kind of drug gang. 
‘Although we haven’t had the toxicology report back yet, there was nothing in his stomach that suggests your victim had consumed any alcohol prior to the accident,’ Amis explained. 
‘What about drugs?’ Ruth asked.
‘Hard to tell yet.’
It struck Ruth that Amis could have relayed all this information to her over the phone and not wasted her bloody time. She was about to say something. 
Amis turned over Callum’s right hand. ‘What I wanted you to see was this ...’ 
Ruth could see a circular scar about the size of a ten pence piece in the middle of his palm. 
Okay. He has a strange scar. So what?
‘He has this on both the palms of his hands,’ Amis said as he reached over and turned over Callum’s left hand. 
‘That’s weird. Do you know what caused them?’ Nick asked. 
‘I’m not sure. They look like burn marks,’ Amis said, deep in thought. He went over to the right hand side of Callum’s body which Ruth and Nick couldn’t see clearly from where they were standing. ‘Now if that wasn’t interesting enough ... take a look at this.’
Ruth and Nick moved around the steel gurney. Amis was pointing to a thick scar that ran about five inches vertically up Callum’s side. ‘We also have this scar here. On your victim’s right hand side.’
Ruth looked at Nick and shrugged. For a moment, she was none the wiser. Then the penny dropped. 
‘Stigmata?’ Ruth asked. From what she remembered, stigmata was the unexplained appearance of the crucifixion wounds of Christ on someone’s body. She remembered reading an article years ago about Saint Francis of Assisi who had the first recorded incident of stigmata.
Nick nodded. ‘Nail wounds in the palms. A wound on the right hand side from the spear of a Roman soldier?’
‘Correct, my biblically knowledgeable friends. A blind Roman centurion called Longinus. Some believe that he was trying to save Jesus from the misery of the long drawn-out death of crucifixion. But this isn’t stigmata,’ Amis explained. 
‘Why not?’  Ruth asked. Surely that’s what they were looking at. 
‘Stigmata is the unexplained appearance of Christ’s wounds. These are real scars that have been deliberately made to replicate those injuries.’  
‘Ever seen anything like this before?’ Nick asked. 
‘No, never. It gave me the shivers when I realised what it was,’ Amis admitted. 
Bloody hell! And this is a man who will happily eat his sticky rib pot noodle next to a corpse!
‘What does it tell us?’ Ruth asked. 
‘Whatever your victim was involved in, there is a very strong, zealous religious element to it.’  
That was not what Ruth was expecting to hear when she first walked into the mortuary. 

NICK AND RUTH MADE their way back through the middle of Llancastell, slowing at a small roundabout at the back of the main shopping centre. However, rather than turning right towards the police station, Nick turned left into a series of side roads. He had an idea. 
‘Nick, I know you’re sleep deprived but ...’ Ruth said.
‘What?’ Nick said with a knowing raise of his eyebrow. He knew what she was getting at. 
‘We’re going the wrong way, you plank,’ Ruth said. 
‘Quick detour,’ Nick said, gesturing to the side roads. ‘Micky Finch.’
Micky Finch was a low-level drug dealer and general scumbag that Nick had been ‘grooming’ as a snout for the past six months. So far, Finch hadn’t come up with anything viable in terms of intel. Ruth had allowed him to continue the relationship, even though it should have been officially registered. 
‘Jesus, Nick. We’ve had more intel from that girl that works behind the counter in Greggs than Micky Finch,’ Ruth groaned.
‘Trust me, Finch will come good. He’s gonna make a good snout,’ Nick said as he pulled the car over. His instinct was that Finch was going to be very beneficial long-term. 
‘Snout? Don’t you mean ‘covert human intelligence source’?’ Ruth said dryly. 
Nick knew this was the current police terminology for what they called an informant, snout, grass, or more recently, a nark. 
‘We should have registered Finch with the FIB months ago,’ Ruth said. 
FIB stood for the Force Intelligence Branch, and it was procedure to register any informant with them so the lines between paying for intel and corruption didn’t get blurred. 
‘I know, boss. Be patient.’ 
‘Christ, it’s not like the old days in the Met. I used to watch the more experienced detectives as we cruised the old boozers of South London where we knew members of the criminal fraternity congregated. Then we’d take a snout down a side alley and hand him a tenner or even a slap round the head for information.’  
‘Even in the 90s?’ Nick snorted. 
‘You’d be surprised. It was still part of the ‘investigative process’ then,’ Ruth said. ‘These days, you’d lose your job for that kind of thing.’
‘You can slap him if you want?’ Nick laughed. 
‘Not my style. Now a good kick in the bollocks ...’ 
‘We can register him when I’ve got him up and running properly,’ Nick said. 
‘And remind me - why are we spending our precious time, and taxpayer’s money, looking for Finch?’ Ruth said sardonically. 
‘He knows everyone. If Callum Roper was dealing prescription drugs on the black market, Finch is likely to know. He might have heard if Callum had fallen out with anyone - gangs or dealers.’  
Nick stopped the car, turned off the ignition and they got out.
The winter sunshine was gone and the temperature had dropped. The trees that lined the road were leafless and skeletal. Nick recognised the smell of something sweet. Doughnuts. It must be the van in the shopping centre.
Nick watched as Ruth took out a ciggie and lit it, cupping her hands around the lighter. She took a deep drag. ‘You think that Callum was mixed up in dealing and gangs?’
‘Yeah, don’t you?’ Nick asked as they headed for the side streets. 
‘The scars on Callum were very strange. They’re religiously significant or whatever Amis said. Thirty years of being a police officer and I’ve never seen anything like that before.’ 
‘Maybe it’s a gang thing? Or he was tortured?’ Nick suggested. 
‘I can’t imagine a North Wales drug gang using the wounds of Christ’s crucifixion to torture a rival dealer, can you?’ 
Nick shook his head. ‘No. Far too elaborate ... Let’s see what Finch has to say and go from there, boss.’
‘And I have to come with you, do I?’ Ruth said with a grin. 
‘As my DI, it might be useful,’ Nick replied sarcastically as they wandered towards where Micky Finch, and some of the other low level dealers, would be operating. They had tried to crack down on the drug trade in recent months, but fines and suspended sentences weren’t much of a deterrent. And most of the dealers only carried small amounts so they could try and convince a judge that it was ‘for personal use’.
Up ahead, Nick could see the comings and goings of street dealers. A few teenage boys rode up and down on their bikes. A group of older boys, wearing black North Face jackets and baseball caps, slouched and sat on a low brick wall. 
‘Five O, five O.’ Nick heard someone call out. Then someone else shouted ‘Feds’. He and Ruth had been spotted. But then again, they weren’t trying to hide. 
‘Five O’ and ‘Feds’ had originally been used in America and now had become slang for any UK police officer. 
Suddenly Nick saw a figure running from a side street. He knew exactly who it was. 
Micky Finch!
‘For fuck’s sake!’ Nick yelled as he took off after him. 
Up ahead, Finch turned right heading for the back of Llancastell’s cinema and bowling complex. 
Nick hit full speed, his feet clattering on the road surface. The air that he sucked in was cold. 
After four hours sleep last night, I don’t bloody need this!
Nick got to the right hand turn. Glancing down the road, he could see that Finch had disappeared. However, he hadn’t had time to get to the end of the road. That meant he was hiding somewhere. 
Slowing down, Nick looked left and right. There were large industrial bins to his right against a graffiti-covered wall. He went over. Peering round, he could see that Finch wasn’t there. 
Suddenly the sound of running. Nick spun around. It sounded like it was coming from above. And the sound seemed to be echoing. Gazing up at the three floors of the multi-storey car park, Nick realised that’s where Finch had gone to hide.
Bloody hell. It’s a maze in there! he thought angrily. 
Breaking into a jog, he ran past the barriers and into the ground floor of the multi-storey.
Jesus! He could be bloody anywhere. 
Nick glanced at the gaps between the parked cars. Nothing. Slowing to a fast walk, he reached the far side where the floor curved around and led up a ramp to the first level. 
‘Micky! What the bloody hell are you playing at?’ Nick shouted. ‘I’m not here to nick you! I just need to chat.’
Ruth is going to have a right field day after this. Finch is meant to be my bloody snout. 
Looking left and right, Nick still couldn’t see anyone. 
Haystack? Needle?
Pulling out his phone, Nick had an idea. Finch was definitely not the sharpest tool in the toolbox. Scrolling through his contacts, he found Micky F and hit the call button. 
A second later, he heard the sound of a mobile phone ringing about twenty yards ahead of where he was standing.
Bingo! Got you, you twat!
‘Micky! It’s me calling you. Will you just come here now,’ Nick yelled. 
A moment later, Finch came out from behind a van and put his hands up defensively. 
‘Sorry,’ Finch said. His tall, skinny frame was drowned in a stained grey hoodie, trackies, and faded green baseball cap. 
‘What did you run for, you dickhead?’ Nick growled.
‘I was holding a lot of gear. I thought you were gonna nick me,’ Finch protested. 
‘No. We talked about this. That’s the deal. I’m not interested in you dealing a bit of weed if you can help me out once in a while,’ Nick explained. 
I’ve picked a right one here.
‘Oh right, yeah. What do you want?’ Finch asked as he got closer. 
God he looks vacant. And I can smell him from here. 
Nick went to the photo gallery on his phone and clicked on a picture of Callum that he had sent to himself. 
‘Do you know this kid?’ Nick asked. 
‘No. Never seen him,’ Finch said immediately. 
‘You didn’t even look!’ Nick thundered.
‘Let’s have another look,’ Finch said moving closer and this time actually taking the time to look at the photo properly.
‘Great. If it’s not too much trouble that is,’ Nick said sarcastically. 
Finch squinted and then nodded. ‘Yeah, I know him.’
‘Sure?’ Nick asked. 
‘Yeah. Did a bit of dealing by the swimming baths. He was young,’ Finch explained.
Why’s he using the past tense? 
‘’Was? What do you mean ‘was’? When was the last time you saw him?’ Nick asked. 
‘Ages. More than a year. Callum? I think that was his name. He was dealing in town for a while. Then about eighteen months ago he just disappeared. I haven’t seen him since.’ 
Weird. 
‘Heard anything?’ Nick asked.
Finch shook his head. ‘No. Nothing. It was like he just vanished off the face of the earth. I just thought he’d moved or he’d been nicked.’



CHAPTER 7

Rachel left the main farm building after lunch. Dark steel-grey clouds had ominously replaced the winter sunshine. She could tell from the way the wind swirled in circular gusts through the dark, earthy fields that a storm was coming. She also knew its significance. 
It had been nearly a decade since Rachel had arrived at Solace Farm. There had been a religious community at the farm for nearly twenty years. 
Rachel had been disappointed by what she had found in 2010. The rumours that the Seventh-day Adventist community at Solace Farm lacked direction, rigour and zeal proved to be true. When the leader of the group, Alan Taints, died a year later, Rachel had been visited by God who commanded her to now lead the group in their preparations for the Second Coming. It hadn’t taken her long to convince them that God’s prophecy was genuine. She knew she had a natural ability to influence, and even manipulate, when necessary. 
‘Mummy! Mummy!’ came a shout from behind her. 
A small boy, long blonde hair, came running from the house to her. Abel was her eight-year-old son, the result of a short relationship with an Australian man called Jack Bishop. 
Rachel reached out and took Abel’s little hand. It was cold and she rubbed it warm for a moment. 
‘You want to come with me?’ Rachel asked him.
‘Where are you going?’  
‘I’m going to see your father. It’s his birthday,’ Rachel said. ‘Remember?’ 
Abel frowned, nodded, and then reached out his hand for her to take. 
Her only child had been such a gift from God. She didn’t think she could love anything that much except the Lord himself. 
‘Are we taking a present?’ Abel asked. 
‘I don’t think so. Did we take him something last year?’ Rachel asked. She honestly couldn’t remember. 
Abel shrugged as he tucked his trousers into his wellies. 
They began to make their way through the muddy field, staying close to the hedgerow that marked it off from the main track to the farm.
As the wind swept noisily over them, Abel let go of her hand and ran off into the fields, twirling and dancing in the breeze. He was singing something quietly to himself. The light across the field visibly darkened as the leaden sky thickened, as though someone had turned a dimmer switch on the sky.
Rachel helped Abel over the steel gate that led to the sacred field that lay beyond. Cutting right, they both danced and skipped as the noise of the wind grew around them. 
They sang the hymn ‘Lord of the Dance’ at the tops of their voices. Looking up to the sky, Rachel took a lungful of air and continued to sing. 
She remembered the song from when she was a child at the orphanage in County Galway in Ireland. It was run by Catholic nuns. Rachel’s mother had died in childbirth so the nuns had brought her up from birth. But they worked her hard from as far back as she could remember - cleaning, washing, sewing, cooking, gardening.  
The Sisters were cold and cruel. If Rachel, or any of the other orphans stepped out of line, they would be beaten severely. Little John Townsend was taken to the hospital after one beating and was never seen again. They were denied food and made to work in complete silence. Rachel could have just about survived the terrible conditions, the punishments, and the emotional abuse. However, when she turned twelve, men from the local village were invited to help supervise the older children, mainly the girls. And Rachel’s world darkened into an unbearable cycle of sexual abuse and trauma until she ran away when she was sixteen. 
Looking at the corner of the field, Rachel saw the place they had come to visit.  A long mound in the ground and a small wooden cross carved with Jack Bishop 1974 – 2015. May his soul rest in peace.
‘Here we are, Abel,’ Rachel said in a soft voice. ‘Are you going to say hello to Daddy?’
‘Hello Daddy,’ he said uncertainly.
‘Shall we say a prayer for him?’ Rachel asked. ‘Good boy. You’re such a good boy, aren’t you? Daddy would be so proud of you, you know that?’ Rachel said taking his hand again. His little fingers were now icy. 
Rachel remembered the day it had happened. The day that Jack had said he’d had enough of her and was going to leave the farm. She wouldn’t let him. How could she? What about our son Abel? What about your soul? We are the chosen few. If you leave, your soul will burn in hell forever. How can I let that happen to you? 
The night before Jack intended to leave, Rachel had put tranquilisers in his tea. When he fell unconscious a few hours later, she had smothered him with a pillow, saving him from eternal damnation. 
As Rachel gazed at the grave, there was a rumble of thunder in the distance. She knew that the Second Coming was on its way. She could feel it. The news reports from China told of a plague that was going to wipe out thousands, if not millions, of people. The end of the world, as they knew it, would soon be upon them. And she and Abel would be saved and live for all eternity. As Revelations predicted, when the sixth seal was opened, there would be ‘... a great earthquake, and the sun will become as black as a sackcloth of hair, and the moon become as blood.’ 
‘Happy birthday, Daddy,’ Abel said without prompting. 
Rachel felt the first drop of rain land on the palm of her hand. She turned and looked at it. The circular scar in the middle of her palm was now wet. It was a sign. She knew it was. 
As they turned to go, Rachel stopped and looked across the width of the field. Along from Jack’s grave was another mound of raised earth and grass. And another wooden cross with a name. 
And next to that, another. 
In fact, Rachel knew that there were fourteen graves in a long line that stretched the whole width of the field. 
The final resting place of ‘the leavers’. Members of The Family who had decided that it was time to go. 
How could she let them face the eternal pain? 
She had chosen to save them. 
So here they rested peacefully, like a village of the dead.    



CHAPTER 8

Sian and French pulled up outside Covey’s Pharmacy in Ffestiniog. The whole area was encircled by the dark hills and mountains of Snowdonia. Even with the steely grey sky that hung like a dark awning overhead, the view was dramatic and stirring. 
Sian sighed as she took in the awesome surroundings; she was going to miss living and working in Snowdonia. It was all she had ever known. Working in Swansea CID was going to be different. The big cities in South Wales had all the problems associated with large urban areas and deprivation. She didn’t even know if she was doing the right thing. All she knew was that she wasn’t happy, and the thought of starting a new life and job where there was no baggage filled her with an immense sense of relief. 
‘Don’t think I’ve ever set foot in Ffestiniog before,’ Sian said as she unclipped her seatbelt. 
‘I used to come here as a kid,’ French said. ‘To the railway. We were always here.’
The Ffestiniog and Welsh Highland Railway was a forty-mile stretch of narrow gauge track that took old steam locomotives through Snowdonia National Park. It was a major tourist attraction. 
‘You used to spend your time at an old steam railway?’ Sian said mockingly. ‘Did you have a little book and write down all the numbers?’
Dan shook his head with a smile. ‘Don’t take the piss. My grandfather bought a stake in the railway and one of the engines. I didn’t have much of a choice.’
‘Oh, yes. I forgot you were posh,’ Sian quipped. 
Dan looked at her. ‘I’ve just remembered, I’ve got something for you,’ Dan said, fishing into his trouser pocket. 
Sian pulled a face. ‘I’m not sure I want anything that’s been stuck in your sweaty little pocket.’
Dan pulled out his hand and turned it up to give her the finger. ‘Oh here it is.’
‘Funny. I used to do that when I was ten, Dan,’ Sian said rolling her eyes.
I’m going to miss being with Dan every day. 
They walked up to the chemist shop and both looked up at its frontage. It didn’t look any different to a normal village chemist. But perhaps that was the point.
‘You think there’s something dodgy about this place?’ Dan asked. 
Sian waved the prescriptions they had found on Callum at him. ‘Definitely.’
Moving to the side of the shop, Sian could see a small alleyway down the side where there were two large bins. 
‘I’m going down here to the back. Go in and wave your warrant card around. If anyone does a runner out the back, I’ll be there to give them a big, friendly hug,’ Sian said with a smile. 
She headed down the alleyway. There was a gate at the end. She tried it and it opened. 
Not very secure.
Sian was now on a small paved area at the back of the shop. She remembered the time her first boyfriend, Kevin Cartwright, had asked her to go and buy condoms because he was too embarrassed. She didn’t know why they had bothered as the sex had lasted a whole five seconds. 
There was a sudden sound at the back door. Someone was unlocking it. 
The door flew open, and a young man in his 20s took two steps out before seeing her. 
‘Going somewhere?’ Sian asked, as she flashed her warrant card. 
‘Just going for a fag, that’s all,’ the young man said, startled and clearly lying. 
‘Great. Then you won’t mind answering some questions, will you?’ Sian said with a sarcastic smile. ‘Your name is?’
‘Greg. Greg Tomlinson,’ he mumbled as French appeared behind him.
Sian fished her phone out and tapped on a photo of Callum Roper. ‘Right, Greg Tomlinson. Have you ever seen this lad before?’
Greg shook his head. ‘No. No, I don’t know him.’
‘Really? Have a proper look, eh? Because we found a large number of prescriptions in his possession. And they were all due to be picked up at this pharmacy,’ Sian said. 
Greg shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Could have.’
‘I notice you’ve got CCTV in the shop, Greg?’ French said. 
‘Yes. We’ve had a few break ins,’ Greg explained. 
‘So, if we take the CCTV footage, we’re not going to see this lad coming in here in the past few weeks?’ 
Nice work, Dan. We’ve got Greg against the ropes now. 
‘I ... I ... Can I have another look at that photo?’ Greg stammered. 
‘Oh yes. Of course. You do that,’ Sian said with a heavy dose of sarcasm. 
Greg peered again. ‘Oh, now I’ve looked at it again, I think I do recognise him. His name’s Tom, I think.’
Sian and French exchanged a look – Tom?
‘Tom? You’re sure about that?’ French asked.
‘Yeah. Tom or Thomas. He comes in here quite regularly to pick up prescriptions for the people where he lives,’ Greg explained. ‘It’s all above board. Repeat prescriptions from the GP down the road.’
‘Greg, what do you mean “... the people where he lives ...”?’ Sian asked.
‘Up at Solace Farm. You know? The religious people that live up there. Bit weird if you ask me, but he lives up there.’  
‘And this Tom comes here on his own to pick up the medication?’ French asked. 
‘Sometimes he comes with an older lady. Grey hair, sunglasses. Irish I think,’ Greg said pulling a face.
‘And do you know her name?’ Sian asked. 
‘I’m not sure. I tell you one thing, she scares the living crap out of me when she does come in,’ Greg said his eyes widening. ‘Rachel. I think her name’s Rachel.’ 



CHAPTER 9

It was late afternoon by the time Ruth had gathered the CID team together to look at the developments over the death of Callum Roper. She spotted DC Jim Garrow and gave him a nod. Garrow was on secondment from uniform and hoping to make the move to CID. He was young but intuitive and brave. Ruth had seen how he handled himself at a major incident at an MI6 safe house and she had been impressed. When she was asked if Garrow could join CID on secondment, Ruth had no hesitation.
‘Getting along all right, Jim?’ Ruth asked. 
Garrow nodded. ‘Yes, ma’am. I mean boss,’ he said correcting himself. 
‘Good. My door is always open if you need anything,’ Ruth assured him as she headed for a central point in the room and looked out at the team. ‘Right folks, I want us to collate what we’ve found out about Callum Roper today. It seems that we’ve unearthed a few things that need looking at,’ Ruth said as she walked over to the large map of North Wales. 
‘Okay. I’m going to start with the events of last night. Someone reported the sound of shouts and gunfire at an area here, which is close to a Solace Farm. Five minutes later while Nick and I are driving along the A5, our victim, Callum Roper, runs from the hedgerows here, and straight across the A5 where he is struck by a van. Callum was fatally injured. From what Nick and I saw, he seemed to glance back from where he was running, as if he was being chased. We found seven medical prescriptions for tranquilisers and painkillers on him.’
Nick, who was perched on a table, looked up. ‘Our assumption at that point was that the medication was to be sold on the black market as Callum had prior convictions for dealing. We also thought he might have been part of a drug gang and this had led to him being shot at and then chased in this area.’
‘However, as we’ve started to piece together Callum’s life, we’re getting a different picture,’ Ruth said as she looked over at Sian for a second. ‘Sian?’
‘Boss. Dan and I went to the pharmacy where the prescriptions were due to be picked up. Callum Roper regularly collected medication for people who live on Solace Farm,’ she said. 
‘And that’s where we believe Callum Roper had been living for the past eighteen months. It would explain why he no longer attended school,’ Ruth said. 
‘An informant told me that Callum had disappeared from dealing in Llancastell about eighteen months ago, which seems to back up that theory,’ Nick said. 
‘What’s Solace Farm?’ French asked. 
‘Solace Farm is a religious community. They’re essentially Christian. A splinter group of Seventh-day Adventists,’ Garrow said.
Ruth caught Nick’s eye. He had also been impressed by Garrow since he arrived in CID.  
‘What does that mean? They’re like a cult?’ Sian asked.
‘I don’t know if cult is the right word,’ Ruth said in a slightly condescending tone. Ruth realised as soon as she said it but Sian glared at her for a moment. 
Bloody hell! Why did you say it like that?
Ruth knew exactly why she had nit-picked at Sian’s comment. She was angry at her for leaving. 
‘They believe that Saturdays are the Sabbath,’ Garrow said.
‘Like the Jewish faith,’ French added. 
‘They also believe that the Second Coming of Christ is going to happen very soon. And that they are the chosen few who will be saved while the rest of us perish in some kind of Armageddon,’ Garrow explained. 
‘Charming,’ Nick joked. 
‘What the hell was Callum Roper doing up there?’ Sian asked. 
Ruth shrugged. ‘He’d had a pretty shitty life. Maybe he had found something up there that was better?’ 
‘It wouldn’t have been difficult,’ Nick said grimly.  
‘You mean they brainwashed him,’ Sian said with a slight sneer. 
‘I think that’s oversimplifying it, Sian. It’s more complex than that,’ Ruth said. 
Oh my God! You did it again!
Ruth avoided Sian’s gaze, aware that she had undermined her twice in as many minutes. 
‘So, how does that explain the gunshots and Callum being chased?’ French asked. 
‘I don’t know. But what all this does explain is the scarring we found on Callum’s palms and side.’ Ruth said. ‘First thing in the morning, Nick and I will go up to Solace Farm and see what they have to say, without being over-explicit. What about an address for Callum’s parents?’
‘Just his mum. It came through a few minutes ago, boss,’ Garrow said. 
‘Good. What about the mobile phone we found on Callum?’ Ruth asked. 
‘Tech team have got it. Something by tomorrow,’ French said. 
‘Okay. Sian and Dan, can you go and speak to the local plod in Ffestiniog? Find out any intel they’ve got on Solace Farm and get a general sense of what they think,’ Ruth said. 
‘Boss,’ French nodded but Ruth could see that Sian was avoiding her.
‘Anyone chased up the reports of shouting and gunfire?’ Ruth asked.
‘Local police seem to think the witness gave them a false address,’ Dan said. 
‘Right, okay. Thank you everyone. I’m at my desk if you need me,’ Ruth said as she turned and walked back to her office.
Sitting down, Ruth sat for a moment, digesting the case. Her train of thought was broken by a knock on her open door. It was Sian. 
Without Ruth saying anything, Sian came in and closed the door behind her. 
Oh shit. This is not good. 
‘What the bloody hell was that all about?’ Sian thundered. 
‘What are you talking about?’ Ruth asked. She knew exactly what Sian was talking about. 
‘Don’t be a twat. You know exactly what I’m talking about. If you want me to go on leave until next week, talk to Drake and sort it out,’ Sian snapped.
That was the last thing Ruth wanted. 
‘Don’t be ridiculous. You’re being totally unprofessional. And paranoid,’ Ruth said. 
She was fully aware of how unfair she was being to Sian. But she wanted to get back at her for leaving. She squirmed inside, aware that she was being a self-absorbed, self-pitying bitch. 
‘I’m being unprofessional? Oh fuck off, Ruth. Undermine me in there again, and I’ll make a formal complaint to Drake,’ Sian said as she headed out of the door and slammed it behind her.



CHAPTER 10

‘Hi, my name’s Nick, and I’m an alcoholic.’ 
‘Hi Nick,’ the AA group responded. 
Nick was attending the evening meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous in a building close to the Detox Centre in Llancastell. He had tried to persuade Amanda to come with him. In fact, he had pleaded with her. Auntie Pat was more than happy to drive over and watch Megan for a couple of hours. It would have given them a bit of time on their own and Amanda could have seen her female AA friends for a bit of support. However, she said she was too tired to move and went to bed. 
Nick had fed and changed Megan and watched as she fell asleep in her cot. She wouldn’t wake now until the early hours, and Nick knew he had to get to a meeting for his own sobriety and sanity. However long he was sober for, Nick would always need to go to meetings. That was how AA worked. If he continued to meet regularly with fellow addicts, listened to others sharing their dark war stories of drinking and the hope they found in the meetings, then Nick would never become complacent. However, if he believed that after years of sobriety he was somehow cured of his addiction, then his brain would eventually tell him that he could drink alcohol safely. AA was full of stories of alcoholics who, after ten or even twenty years of being sober, believed they could drink again. Within a few weeks, these people always returned to the compulsive, chaotic drinking of their past. They either came back to AA with a salutary tale of what it had been like, or they stayed away and died.  
‘Thank you, Sheila, for your share. I got a lot of identification from it and from what everyone else has said tonight. And people have said a lot about gratitude. I think the saying goes “A grateful alcoholic won’t drink.” But for me there is a big difference between knowing I should be grateful, and actually feeling grateful. I can sit here and tell you that I have a beautiful new baby girl, a partner, a home, food on the table, a job that I love. That makes me very, very lucky. And a couple of years ago, I would have had your arm off if you had told me that was possible. But I can still wake up with that feeling of discomfort. A feeling that it’s not enough.’ Nick paused for a second, hesitant about what he was about to share. ‘Most of you know Amanda. And many of you have helped her. But she is struggling at the moment, and she won’t accept any help. It’s so hard to watch someone you love in that much pain and distress. It’s dangerous for me too. I start to feel full of self-pity. Why can’t she be happy? We have this beautiful baby girl. It’s meant to be a magical time for us. Instead it’s becoming a nightmare. But I also know what I need to do. I need to come to a meeting and get it off my chest. I need to talk to my sponsor. I need to do all the things that have kept me sober up to this point. Because if I don’t ...’ For a moment Nick swallowed and took a deep breath to steady himself. ‘Because if I don’t, my head will start to tell me that the best way of dealing with the way I feel is to drink. And I will lose everything. So I’m here. And I’m grateful to be here surrounded by people who understand how I feel and who I know will help. So, I think I’ll leave it at that. And thanks again to everyone for making this meeting possible.’
‘Thanks, Nick,’ came the response. 
Once the meeting was over, Nick saw his sponsor Dundee Bill catch his eye and gesture outside. They would have a chat in their usual spot in the car park, despite the arctic temperature. 
‘Can’t you get Amanda to come to a meeting with you?’ Bill asked. 
Bill was a tough Scotsman in his seventies who had been sober for over forty years. He had seen everything in his time. Nick found his wisdom and tolerance astounding. Yet Bill could hand out tough love and a gruff wake-up call when necessary.    
‘I’ve tried. I begged her tonight,’ Nick said. 
‘You can’t leave your daughter with Amanda all day if she’s not well. Have you got someone who will come over and sit with her?’ Bill asked. ‘I’m more than happy to pop over but you can probably do better than a grumpy old man, eh?’ 
Nick nodded. ‘My Auntie Pat will come over. Amanda doesn’t want her there but ...’
‘Amanda doesn’t have a choice. She’s not well. She needs to rest and she needs help. What about your GP?’ Bill asked. 
‘Fucking useless. At this rate, I’m going to have to try a different practice,’ Nick admitted. It was frustrating how difficult it was to get to speak to a doctor, let alone get a home visit.
‘Don’t you have one of those health visitors?’ Bill asked. 
‘Yeah, I’ll give her a ring,’ Nick said.
‘You’ve got to get her help. I’ve seen this type of thing before and it’s not going to go away with a couple of paracetamol and a good night’s sleep,’ Bill said. ‘You let me know if you need anything, son? Okay? And I mean that.’
They shook hands, and Nick got into the car and drove home. It had felt good to share how he was feeling with the meeting and Bill. But it didn’t stop him worrying about Amanda and Megan. 
Ruth finished the bottle of wine she had been drinking, grabbed her car keys and went out of the front door. The cold wind hit her instantly. It should have sobered her up enough for her to turn around and go back inside. But it didn’t. She was now in a reckless, self-destructive mood that was fuelled by booze and self-pity. 
I don’t care. I’m doing this no matter what. We’re going to have it out!
Ruth got into her car, quickly fastened the seatbelt and started the engine. She was afraid that if she paused for a moment, she would see sense, stop, and go back inside.
It wasn’t until she got to the winding country roads that Ruth realised just how much the alcohol was impairing her judgement. Blinking hard, she made sure that she concentrated fully on the road ahead. Was she driving too fast, or too slow? She couldn’t tell. She took a deep breath and gripped the steering wheel. 
Just keep concentrating on the road. Nice and steady. 
A lorry, with bright lights, came around the bend. Ruth held her breath and slowed. The road ahead was so dark and she knew that her reactions were impaired. 
The lorry passed with a deafening whoosh. It felt like it was no more than an inch from her.  
Ruth didn’t know what she was going to say to Sian. She ran various permutations of possible conversations around in her head as she drove. She didn’t want Sian to leave. That was the God’s honest truth. If she left, she would never see Sian again and that felt so incredibly painful to even contemplate. 
Finally she arrived at the cul-de-sac where Sian was staying with her brother. Her car was outside. Ruth parked for a moment. She wanted a ciggie but she didn’t want Sian to smell it on her. Sian hated the fact that she still smoked. Well she did while they were together. 
No. I’ll wait. 
Ruth opened the door and got out. The cul-de-sac was silent and still. It was bathed in the amber glow of the streetlights. The temperature had really dropped and the wind was sharp against her face. 
Walking up the short garden path, Ruth wondered if everyone was in bed. It was gone eleven on ‘a school night’ so it was likely. She didn’t want to process it. Glancing up, Ruth could see that there were several lights on upstairs. She knocked lightly on the door. 
After a few seconds, the door opened a few inches and a man in his forties looked out. It was Sian’s brother, Phil. 
‘Sian, it’s for you,’ Phil said, giving Ruth a quizzical look. 
A moment later, Sian arrived at the door. She was wearing red pyjamas and a dressing gown. 
‘Ruth? For fuck’s sake! What are you doing here?’ Sian thundered. 
‘I don’t know,’ Ruth said weakly. She really didn’t know. It was just an overwhelming urge to see Sian. To have contact.  
Sian came out of the house onto the doorstep. ‘You can’t do this. It’s not fair.’
‘I know. But I had to see you. We have to talk,’ Ruth said. She wasn’t sure what she was going to say but she felt a desperate need to feel some connection to Sian.
‘There’s nothing to talk about. You need to go home,’ Sian said. 
I can’t go home. I need more than this. 
Sian took a moment and gave a huge, frustrated sigh. 
‘Bloody hell! We’re not talking about it in there. And it’s too cold out here. I’ll come to your car. But only for a minute and then you’re going. Clear?’ Sian growled.
Thank God.  
Ruth nodded as Sian closed the front door and they walked over to the car and got in. 
For a few seconds they sat in silence. 
‘Remember that time we were in the car wash,’ Ruth said. 
‘Have you dragged me out here just to reminisce about us making out in the car wash?’ Sian groaned. 
‘Making out? I didn’t realise we were in ‘Grease’!’ Ruth quipped. 
Make her laugh. Make her remember why she loves me. 
Sian pulled a face. ‘Oh my God, have you been drinking?’
‘A bit,’ Ruth confessed. ‘I’m under the limit.’
‘It doesn’t smell like it,’ Sian said. 
There were a few seconds of awkward silence. 
‘Don’t go,’ Ruth said, trying to get the words out before her brain stopped her from saying them. 
‘What?’ Sian said, spinning in her seat to look at her. 
Ruth turned and looked her in the eyes. ‘I mean it. Don’t leave. Stay here. We can make it work.’
‘Oh my God, you really are drunk. We don’t work because there were always three of us in the relationship. And that’s not going to change,’ Sian said. 
‘I can change. I have changed,’ Ruth said with urgency. 
‘Have you fuck!’ Sian snorted. 
‘I’ve given up smoking,’ Ruth said.
‘Have you?’ Sian said raising an eyebrow. 
‘No. But I will ... I mean ... I’ll do anything. Just tell me what to do,’ Ruth said. ‘I love everything about you. I just didn’t see it. I do now.’ 
Sian shook her head. ‘Until the next time.’
‘No. Never,’ Ruth said. ‘Never again.’ 
Sian shivered. ‘Can you put the heater on for a second? It’s freezing.’
Ruth turned the ignition. The heater came on and so did the stereo. It was playing ‘Earned It’ by The Weeknd. It was the song that had been playing when Ruth and Sian had first got together. It then became a song they played when they had sex. 
‘Really? Are you kidding me?’ Sian exclaimed. 
Ruth raised her hands with a smile. ‘I didn’t put this on. Honest.’
I’m such a liar. 
Ruth had set the CD up to play earlier. 
‘What? Get drunk, get me into your car, and then play this song. What’s next on the agenda?’ Sian said with a growing sense of amusement. 
‘I’m innocent. I swear down,’ Ruth said with a grin.
‘Swear down? Jesus,’ Sian teased.
God I’ve missed this verbal jousting. 
‘This is bullshit,’ Sian said and looked directly at Ruth. ‘What the hell is going on?’
‘I don’t know,’ Ruth replied – but the tension in the car was building. 
‘This isn’t going to happen,’ Sian said. 
‘I know. I don’t know what I was thinking.’  
‘You should just go.’
‘Yeah.’
There were a few seconds as the music played and they looked at each other. 
Then Sian leaned over and kissed Ruth on the mouth. Softly at first, then longer, harder and more intense. They moved apart so their faces were an inch apart.
Sian blinked her eyes and then shook her head. ‘Sorry, sorry. I can’t do this.’
‘Sian?’ Ruth said. 
Ruth watched as Sian got out of the car, jogged across the cul-de-sac and disappeared inside the house. 



CHAPTER 11

Nick and Ruth pulled up outside a small block of council flats in Crossley Park. Ruth was hungover from the night before. The physical symptoms of a slight headache she could deal with. It was the emotional hangover of what had happened between her and Sian that was far more difficult. It had destabilised her too. Sian was still going to Swansea and nothing had changed. 
As Ruth went to open the car door to get out, two teenage boys on bikes whizzed past on the pavement. One of them spat on the ground by the car, and then slowed to grin at her, as if daring her to say something. 
‘Welcome to Crossley Park,’ Nick said sardonically.  
They had the full address of where Sam McEwan, Callum Roper’s mother, lived and were there to get any more information on Callum’s life. Ruth knew that uniformed officers had visited Sam the night before to break the news of Callum’s death, but she assumed she would still be in shock. 
Ruth and Nick made their way to the front entrance of the flats and buzzed for No. 4.  
‘Yeah?’ said Sam’s voice over the intercom.
‘Miss McEwan. We’re detectives from Llancastell CID. We’d like to ask you a few questions if that’s okay?’
The buzzer sounded and Ruth and Nick went in and up the stairs. The stairwell was dirty and smelled of weed. 
At the top of the stairs, Sam McEwan was standing in the doorway, waiting for them. She was small, very skinny, and her hair needed a wash. She wrapped her arms around herself defensively as she waited.  
‘Miss McEwan?’ Ruth asked as she flashed her warrant card. 
Sam nodded and went back inside. Ruth and Nick followed her.
Describing the flat as a mess would have been an understatement. Ruth and Nick stepped carefully over clothes and rubbish as they made their way to the sitting room. 
The space was drab with a worn grey carpet and dirty orange curtains. A 55-inch television dominated the room, and a small table in the centre was covered in empty beer cans, a full ashtray, a crack pipe, and a lighter. 
‘We’re so sorry for your loss, Miss McEwan. Okay if we sit down for a minute?’ Ruth asked in a soft voice. 
‘Yeah, yeah. Help yourself. It’s Sam. None of this Miss McEwan nonsense,’ Sam said in a croaky voice as she slumped into a tatty armchair. 
‘We’d like to ask you a couple of questions about Callum if that’s okay?’ Ruth asked. 
Sam nodded but looked tearful. ‘I told the blokes last night everything I know.’
‘It won’t take long. Promise. I know this is very difficult for you,’ Ruth said quietly. 
Nick had taken out his notebook and pen as he looked over. ‘Callum didn’t live with you, is that right Sam?’
She shook her head. ‘No, no. He lived at that farm out near Ffestiniog.’
‘How long had he lived there for?’ Ruth asked. 
‘’Bout a year and a half.’  
‘And before that?’ Nick asked. 
‘He lived with my brother Eryl. I was using a lot and Callum was getting himself into plenty of trouble.’ 
‘How did Callum end up living at Solace Farm?’ Nick asked.
‘Eryl moved up there. After he got clean, he started to get all religious. He got in with a few people up there and they asked him to move in. At first, I didn’t mind as long as it kept Callum out of trouble, you know ...?’ Sam explained and then stopped.
There’s a ‘but’ coming, Ruth thought. 
‘Go on,’ Ruth prompted gently. 
‘Then stuff got bloody weird. Callum came back and showed me a tattoo he had of the name Thomas. He said that he had been christened again as part of The Family and had a new name from the Bible or something. I wasn’t happy about that. I mean, Callum was my Dad’s name. That’s why I gave it to him.’ Sam started to get tearful. ‘It was like they was brain-washing him or something.’
Ruth nodded at her. ‘Anything else?’
‘Then there were the scars on his hands. Bloody weirdos. I wanted to get him out of there, you know,’ Sam said as she sniffed. ‘That fucking woman ...’
Ruth and Nick exchanged a look – What woman?
‘Sorry, what woman are you talking about?’ Nick asked. 
‘Rachel. Thinks she’s Jesus bloody Christ. Claims she’s a prophet. Callum was banging on about her. Rachel this, Rachel bloody that. Woman’s old enough to be his grandmother!’  
‘You’ve met this Rachel?’ Ruth asked.
‘No. My brother told me all about her,’ Sam said. ‘She seems to have some kind of spell over all them up there.’
‘Is your brother still living on Solace Farm?’ Nick asked. 
‘No. He’d had a few run ins with this Rachel so he left.’   
‘But Callum stayed?’ Nick asked.
‘He didn’t want to leave. He said he liked it there.’  
‘What about your brother? Where did he go?’ Ruth asked. 
‘I dunno. I haven’t heard from him since he left.’  
Nick looked up from his notepad. ‘When was the last time you heard from Callum?’
‘Two days ago.’  
‘The day of the accident?’ Ruth asked, trying to clarify. 
‘Yeah ... I,’ Sam said, but began to cry as she recalled the last time they had spoken.
‘It’s all right. Take your time,’ Ruth said softly. 
‘He rang me secretly. He said there had been a bit of trouble.’ 
‘Did he say what kind of trouble?’ Nick asked. 
‘Not really. Callum was always up to something, even up on that farm. He said he was going to leave and asked if he could come and stay with me for a bit.’  
‘What time was that?’ Ruth asked. 
‘Must have been about four in the afternoon ’cos I was watching that ‘Tipping Point’ on the telly.’ Sam’s shoulders shuddered as she wept. ‘See, the thing is, I told him that it probably wasn’t a good idea ’cos he’d have to sleep on this horrible old sofa. He said he’d find somewhere else to stay.’
‘Did he say anything else?’ Ruth asked. 
Sam shook her head. ‘Just said he wanted to leave. That was it ... I think if I’d said yes, he would still be alive. He would be here now. I should have said yes. He was just my little boy.’



Sian and French sat in a small interview room in Ffestiniog Police Station. Sergeant Peters, late 50s, was sitting opposite them drinking a cup of tea. He was already getting up Sian’s nose.
‘And you’ve had no reason to have any suspicions about what goes on at Solace Farm?’ Sian asked. 
‘No, love. They keep themselves to themselves, and that’s fine by me. I don’t care what they believe. Live and let live, eh?’ Sergeant Peters said, slurping his tea noisily.
Call me love again and I’ll kick you. 
He was irritating Sian. But then again, she was emotionally all over the place after what had happened with Ruth the previous night. She didn’t know how to process it, so she was avoiding giving it any meaningful thought. 
French slid over his phone that had a photo of Callum on it. ‘Have you ever seen this boy before?’
‘Is this the boy that was killed in that accident on the A5?’ Sergeant Peters asked while taking out his reading glasses.
‘Yes,’ French answered. 
‘I’ve seen him somewhere before. Maybe it was up on the farm?’ 
‘Who is your contact at the farm?’ Sian asked. 
‘Woman called Rachel. I forget her surname. Irish. You’d know her when you saw her. Silver hair, pretty,’ Sergeant Peters said. ‘Wonderful woman. She does so much good work with those people.’
Sergeant Dickhead clearly has a bit of a thing for Rachel.
‘Can you tell us the last time you went up to Solace Farm?’ Nick asked. 
Sergeant Peters thought for a moment. ‘Erm ... must have been the last time we renewed their firearms licence,’ he said. 
Nick raised an eyebrow. ‘They’ve got firearms up there?’
‘It’s a farm. I guess they need them to get rid of the crows, rabbits, stuff like that.’
‘How many firearms have they got?’ Sian asked getting irritated at his slapdash, pompous manner.
‘Few shotguns. Probably about six. Couple of old .303 rifles.’ Sergeant Peters looked at them with a cheery shrug. ‘They’re all happy clappy up there. It’s not as if they’re going to go around shooting people, is it?’

NICK AND RUTH TURNED off the main road and headed down the track to Solace Farm. Ruth gazed out at the fields that stretched away either side of the bumpy road. In the distance to her left, she could just make out the edges of a lake, Llyn Morwynion, close to where the landscape undulated and then rose to the lower mountains of Snowdonia. Welsh legend told how Blodeuedd led her maidens to drown themselves in the lake while escaping from the wizard Gwydion and the men of Gwynedd. The wizard Gwydion told Blodeuedd that he would impose on her a fate worse than death. He transformed her into an owl. From then on, the Welsh word Blodeuedd became Blodeuwedd, translated as flower face, and is the name given to an owl in Wales. 
As Ruth looked up, there was a large wooden sign featuring Jesus with his arms outstretched and the words Welcome To Solace Farm. As she looked over at the main farm buildings, she could see half a dozen or so children playing outside. Further to the left, around ten old cars parked in a line. A couple of men had the bonnet up on one of the cars and it looked as if they were working on it.
Nick parked up in the main yard. Ruth watched two women hanging out washing in the distance. Their clothes were plain and old-fashioned. Getting out of the car, she felt a little uneasy. She didn’t know why that was. It seemed as if they had entered a slightly different world or time. The clothes that the children and women wore, the cars ... something felt ‘off’ about Solace Farm. It wasn’t just that it was anachronistic. 
Nick closed his door and glanced over at her. ‘It’s a bit like that film with Harrison Ford where he builds a barn.’
‘Witness?’ Ruth asked, fairly certain that’s what he meant. 
‘Quakers, weren’t they?’ Nick said. 
‘Amish,’ Ruth corrected him. 
Nick gestured to three men who were walking towards them. ‘No funny beards.’
‘You do know they’re not Amish here?’ Ruth said, rolling her eyes. 
‘Yes, boss. I’m just messing about.’  
A moment later the middle-aged men approached with smiles and friendly gestures. 
‘Afternoon. Can we help?’ one asked in a cheery voice. 
They were all dressed in sober, timeless clothes – plain shirts, black trousers, lace-up shoes. 
Ruth got out her warrant card. ‘DI Hunter and DS Evans from Llancastell CID. We were hoping to speak to someone about a person who used to live here.’
‘It’s best you talk to Rachel. She runs things around here,’ the man said cheerfully. ‘Come on, I’ll show you.’
Rachel? ... That was the woman that Sam McEwan, Callum’s mum, had mentioned earlier.  
As they made their way from the yard to the main farmhouse, Ruth got the distinct impression that they were being watched from every direction. The children stopped playing, stared at them, and then disappeared inside. The men over by the car and the women hanging out the washing had stopped to watch them too.  
‘We don’t get many outsiders,’ the man chortled as a way of an explanation. 
‘You really are in the middle of nowhere here, aren’t you?’ Ruth said with a smile.
‘Aye. That’s the way we like it,’ he replied. 
Glancing up at the huge, dark, stone farmhouse, Ruth could see a few faces at the windows of the first floor peering down at them.
Our visit really is creating a lot of attention. 
The men went inside and closed the door behind them. Ruth and Nick weren’t invited in.
‘Is it me, or is this a bit creepy?’ Nick said quietly. 
‘Nope, it’s definitely creepy,’ Ruth whispered. 
The main door opened and a woman appeared. She had shoulder-length silver hair and piercing green eyes. With her high cheek bones and full red lips, Ruth was struck by how attractive she was – like a Hollywood actress from the 40s.  
‘Hi there. I’m Rachel. I understand I might be able to help with something?’ she said confidently. 
‘Hopefully. Just a few questions for an ongoing investigation,’ Nick said. 
Ruth watched as Rachel gave Nick a look that verged on flirtatious. ‘Always happy to help the police. We have nothing to hide here.’
Strange thing to say? We didn’t suggest that she did.
Rachel gestured for them to go and sit down at a long wooden picnic table and benches. 
‘Is this okay? It can be a little noisy inside,’ Rachel said, gesturing to the farmhouse. Faces still seemed to be peering out at them.
It’s a bit cold, but okay then.  
As they sat, Ruth took out her phone, tapped, and got a photo of Callum.
‘Do you know this boy?’ Ruth asked, showing her the photo.
Rachel nodded. ‘Yes, that’s Thomas. Though you would know him as Callum.’
She seems very calm and unflustered by the question. 
‘Can you tell us the last time you saw Callum?’ Ruth asked. 
Rachel reached up to a distinctive cross necklace around her pale neck as she thought for a moment. ‘A few weeks ago at a guess.’
Nick shot Ruth an innocuous look – that didn’t fit in with what his mother Sam had told them about the phone call. 
‘But Callum did live with you on the farm?’ Nick asked, now writing in his notebook. 
‘Yes. Sorry, it’s a little strange to hear him referred to as Callum. When members of the lost flock arrive here, I give them biblical names as part of their new life in The Family,’ Rachel explained. 
‘And a tattoo?’ Ruth asked. 
‘That was Thomas’ idea. I didn’t approve but that was Thomas for you,’ Rachel said with a smile. 
‘So the last time you saw “Thomas” was a few weeks ago? Why wasn’t he living here anymore?’ Nick asked.
‘I don’t know. He packed his things and said he was leaving. We were all very disappointed, but we couldn’t stop him, could we?’ Rachel said.
‘And you’re certain that was the last time you saw him?’ Ruth clarified.
‘Yes. Why? Has something happened to him?’ Rachel asked, sounding concerned. 
‘I’m afraid “Thomas” was involved in a fatal road accident two days ago. He died from his injuries at the University Hospital,’ Ruth said gently. 
‘Oh no,’ Rachel said, putting her hand to her mouth and looking distraught. ‘That’s so terrible. Poor, poor Thomas.’
She seems genuinely upset, Ruth thought. 
‘Do you know where Thomas went when he left here?’ Ruth asked. 
‘I assumed he had gone to his mother’s. She must be so upset. Poor woman.’
‘Yes, she is. We spoke to her a few hours ago. She received a phone call from Thomas at around four o’clock. That was about an hour and a half before the accident. She seemed to think he had phoned her from here?’ Ruth said. 
Rachel raised an eyebrow and then shook her head. ‘No, sorry. That’s impossible. We don’t allow phones and Thomas wasn’t here.’
Something here doesn’t add up.
Ruth turned and pointed across the fields. ‘Thomas was hit by a van on the A5 over there. How far away is that?’
‘Erm ... A few miles I think,’ Rachel said.  
‘Does that seem to be a strange coincidence to you?’ Nick asked bluntly. 
‘I don’t know ... Not really. It’s the main road out of Ffestiniog. Maybe he was staying with someone there?’ Rachel suggested. She still looked sad at the news they had given her.  
A woman in a wheelchair came out and manoeuvred a few yards down a wooden ramp to the ground. 
‘Rachel, the children are waiting for their music practise,’ the woman said quietly. 
‘I’ll only be a minute, Maria,’ Rachel said, and then turned to look directly at Ruth. Her stare was a little unnerving. ‘You might think we’re terribly old-fashioned here detective, but I helped build that ramp for Maria. How many farms in Snowdonia have wheelchair access? ... I’m so sorry to hear about Thomas but I do have to get on. Is there anything else I can help you with?’
Ruth nodded. ‘We found some prescriptions on Thomas for painkillers and tranquilisers. The pharmacist seemed to think the medication was for people who lived here?’
‘A few members of our group have conditions that require that medication. The prescriptions are issued by the GP surgery in Ffestiniog if you want to check with them,’ Rachel said, now starting to sound annoyed. 
‘Why did Thomas have the prescriptions?’ Nick asked. 
‘One of his duties here was to go and pick them up. Sometimes I’d take him down there in my car. I’m sure they will confirm that at the pharmacy,’ Rachel said, but her manner had certainly cooled. 
Ruth looked over at Nick who nodded to confirm that he had asked everything they needed – for now at least. 
Fishing a contact card out of her pocket, Ruth handed it to Rachel. ‘If you do think of anything else, please give me a call.’
‘Of course. And we will be praying for young Thomas tonight,’ Rachel said, getting up from the bench. ‘It is such sad news. But we cannot save everyone who comes to us here.’
Ruth couldn’t work out what it was, but the sentiment sounded hollow to her. 
‘Yes. Thanks for your help,’ Ruth said as she and Nick turned and headed back to the car. 
After thirty seconds, when they were out of earshot, Ruth glanced over at Nick. 
‘What did you think?’ Ruth asked.
‘My instinct is that she was hiding something,’ Nick said as they got to the car. 
‘Snap. I couldn’t work out if her reaction to Callum’s death was genuine or not.
Nick raised an eyebrow. ‘There’s something very odd about that woman.’ 
They got into the car and Nick started the engine. 
Ruth’s phone rang – it was Sian. Would this be a professional or personal call? After last night, she couldn’t be sure. 
‘Boss,’ Sian said. 
Professional then. 
‘Sian?’ Ruth said in her DI voice. 
‘Dan and I have just had a slightly worrying chat with the local plod in Ffestiniog ...’ Sian explained. 
‘Can it wait ’til we get back to base?’  
‘I guess,’ Sian said. 
‘Where are you?’ 
‘On the road out of Ffestiniog,’ Sian replied. 
‘We’re just leaving Solace Farm,’ Ruth explained. 
‘We’ll be going past the farm exit in about a minute. Do you want us to stop there?’ asked Sian. 
‘Yes, do that,’ Ruth replied, knowing that her answer was being influenced by her desire to have physical proximity to Sian. She glanced over at Nick. ‘We’re going to meet Sian and Dan at the end of this track.’
‘What did the local plod say?’ he asked. 
‘I don’t know, but it didn’t sound good.’  
For a few seconds, they sat in silence. Ruth was processing what Rachel had told them about Callum. She knew that Nick was doing the same. 
‘You think that Sam McEwan was confused by what Callum told her during the phone call on Wednesday afternoon?’ Nick said, breaking the silence. 
‘I don’t know. Maybe. If she was off her head, I’m surprised she could remember anything,’ Ruth replied. 
The car bumped and jolted down the track until they turned the corner. Parked up by the wide exit from the main road were French and Sian. Nick pulled the car over, parked beside them and they got out. 
Ruth buttoned her coat up to her throat – it was getting cold. As Sian loomed into view, she couldn’t help feeling a little flicker of nerves. 
‘How was Solace Farm?’ Sian asked. 
‘It’s like the ‘Wicker Man’ up there,’ Nick quipped. 
French grimaced. ‘That bad?’ 
Ruth looked at Sian. ‘What did PC Plum say?’ 
Sian shook her head. ‘It appears that there are about eight firearms up at Solace Farm. Six shotguns and a couple of rifles.’
‘What? How have they allowed that to happen?’ Ruth asked angrily. 
‘They think they’re harmless happy clappies up there,’ French explained. 
‘Have they not heard of Waco? They were meant to be peaceful Christians before they had a four-week gun battle and siege with the FBI,’ Ruth growled. ‘What the hell are the local police thinking of?’ 
I’ve got a horrible feeling about this.  
Nick’s phone rang. He signalled to Ruth as he took it and wandered away.
‘Did you talk to this Rachel?’ French asked. 
Ruth nodded. ‘She’s clearly in charge up there. Far more glamorous than I was expecting but very odd. I couldn’t work her out for one minute. And she claims that Callum left the farm a few weeks ago.’
‘But he was killed on a road about two or three miles from here?’ Sian asked. 
‘Way too much of a coincidence,’ French said. 
‘Let’s say that last Wednesday, Callum has a massive row with Rachel. He decides he’s going to leave the farm and The Family. He secretly rings his mum to tell her that he’s in trouble and needs somewhere to stay,’ Ruth thought aloud.  
‘But Rachel tells Callum he cannot leave. She won’t let him,’ Sian continued.
‘Callum does a runner. Members of The Family chase him across the fields that way. They fire a gun in his direction and shout. They fire again and a bullet grazes his shoulder. Callum is terrified and runs out across the A5 where he is killed,’ Ruth said. 
The scenario just outlined seemed more than feasible.
Nick wandered back over as he put his phone away. ‘Boss, the tech boys triangulated Callum Roper’s phone.’
‘They find anything?’ Ruth asked. 
Nick nodded. ‘He made a phone call to his mother’s mobile phone at four thirty from Solace Farm.’
‘Which means they were lying to our faces,’ Ruth said angrily.  
‘And that means they’re covering something up,’ Nick said. 
‘Yeah, and I want to know why.’ 



CHAPTER 12

Switching on the dishwasher, Ruth gazed out of the window into the darkness. Now that they knew Rachel Ryan was lying about Callum Roper, she wondered what else was going on at Solace Farm that they didn’t know about. Even though it wasn’t uncommon for people to have shotguns in North Wales, there weren’t many people with rifles. And Callum Roper had been shot by a rifle only a few miles from the farm. 
As Ruth turned and clicked on the kettle, she caught sight of a fridge magnet – Happiness Looks Gorgeous On You. Sian had bought it a few months before she had left. She thought about what had happened in the car last night. Sian had kissed her, not the other way round. What did that mean? It confirmed she still had feelings for Ruth. But that was never the issue. 
Taking the magnet from the fridge, Ruth looked at it for a moment. Maybe it was time to accept that Sian was going, and move on with her life. Pushing down the peddle bin lever with her foot, Ruth dropped the magnet into the bin. She eyed the bottle of Merlot that was still half full.
Fuck it. A glass of wine and a ciggie is just what I need. 
As she pulled the cork from the bottle, she got a lovely whiff of the red wine – smooth, scented, spiced. She took a mouthful straight from the bottle. 
There was a knock at the door. 
I’m not expecting anyone. 
The only person who ever knocked at this time of night was her lovely neighbour, Mr Johnson. He took in packages for her during the day if she was out. 
Ruth opened the door and peered into the darkness outside. 
It was Sian. 
Ruth’s pulse rocketed. 
‘Hi ...’ Sian said, looking embarrassed. 
‘Erm ... hi,’ Ruth answered, and opened the door a little further. ‘Do you ... want to come in?’
‘I don’t know.’ Sian’s chest heaved a little as she took a deep breath. 
God, it is so incredible to see you standing there. 
‘Okay,’ Ruth said. ‘Shall I leave the door open then?’
‘Just for the record, I officially hate you,’ Sian said. Ruth could see that she was only half joking. 
‘Yeah. I would hate me too.’ 
‘Why couldn’t you just let me go?’ Sian asked angrily. 
Ruth paused for a moment. ‘I don’t want you to go.’ 
‘What about me? What about what I want?’ Sian growled. 
‘Are you sure you don’t want to come in?’ Ruth asked.
‘Are you listening to me?’ Sian snapped. 
‘Yes. Okay. So what do you want?’
‘I want to go to Swansea next week, start a new life, and put all this crap behind me!’ 
Ruth frowned. ‘I though that’s what you were doing?’ 
Please say that you’re not going. 
‘Oh my God. You are so bloody frustrating!’ Sian hissed as she stepped into the house. 
Ruth took a step backwards – Is she going to hit me?
Without turning, Sian pushed the front door closed with her back and then just glared at Ruth. 
‘I thought you were going to punch me,’ Ruth said.
‘Yeah?’
‘Are you?’ 
‘I don’t know yet,’ Sian said, but her face showed the slightest hint of a smirk. 
For a few seconds, they just looked at each other. 
Sian took a deep breath and put her hand to her chest. ‘My heart is banging.’
Ruth smiled and nodded. ‘Mine too.’
‘If I collapse, how’s your CPR?’
‘Never had any complaints.’
Sian took a step towards Ruth, ‘Fuck you, Ruth. I do hate you.’
‘So you said.’
She grabbed Ruth and they kissed.
Ruth ran her hands through Sian’s hair as they both gasped for breath. 

NICK WIGGLED HIS KEY into the door of his and Amanda’s home, and opened it. He then grabbed the heavy bags of shopping and made his way into the kitchen. Plonking them down on the kitchen table, he immediately got a waft of something that he recognised so well. 
Alcohol. 
His stomach plummeted. He could definitely smell alcohol in the air – if he had to make a guess, it was spirits. Vodka?
Shit! What the hell is going on?
Turning on his heels, Nick bounded up the stairs where everything seemed to be quiet and still. Poking his head into Megan’s room, he could see that she was asleep under a blanket that had been folded down.
Thank God! 
For a few seconds, he just stood and looked at his daughter. Her tiny chest rising and falling almost imperceptibly. Her right arm and hand stretched out to one side. She was so fragile, so delicate. He would do anything to protect her. 
Then his thoughts turned to Amanda. 
Has she been drinking? Or is it just my imagination? 
As he turned, Nick saw Amanda standing in the shadows by the door. She looked like a small girl. Lost and confused. 
Taking a couple of strides, he went to her and hugged her. Part of him wanted to protect her as well. But part of him also wanted to smell if she had been drinking. 
‘You okay?’ he asked her. 
‘Yes. Sort of ...’ Amanda whispered.
He couldn’t smell any booze. If she had been drinking, it would have been almost impossible for her to hide it from him given the distance they were from each other. He felt a sense of relief but was also confused. He was ninety-nine percent convinced that he had smelled alcohol downstairs.  
‘Come on,’ Nick said as he led her by the hand and out onto the landing. The central heating had been on and, in his coat, he was feeling hot and uncomfortable. 
‘Tough day?’ Amanda asked as they got to the top of the stairs.
‘No more than usual,’ he replied as they walked downstairs. He never really thought about if he’d had a tough day. Most days were challenging, but that was normal now. 
As they reached the kitchen, Nick turned to look at Amanda in the light. 
‘I could smell it, you know?’ Nick said quietly. 
She looked at him with a frown. ‘Sorry, I don’t ...’
Nick looked at her and saw the anxiety in her face. 
‘It’s me. And it’s fine, whatever’s happened you can tell me ... but I know I can smell booze in there,’ he said. 
Amanda touched her nose as she looked uncomfortable. That was her ‘tell’. Then she closed her eyes and a tear rolled down her cheek. 
‘I’m so sorry,’ she said as she screwed up her face. ‘I didn’t drink it. I poured it away.’
Nick went and hugged her again as she sobbed. ‘It’s all right. We’re going to get through this as long as you’re honest.’  
‘I poured it down the sink,’ Amanda said as she sniffed. 
‘Good for you.’ Amanda was really struggling. It would have been a real effort for her to resist just pouring it down her throat. ‘Vodka?’
Amanda nodded. 
‘Any more?’ Nick asked. Amanda was an alcoholic. It was likely that she had bought a reserve bottle. 
Amanda went into the kitchen, opened the washing machine and pulled out a bottle of vodka. She handed it to him. 
Unscrewing the top, Nick was taken back to the time when just the very action of unscrewing a bottle of vodka would have been exciting. 
‘More?’ Nick asked as he poured it away down the kitchen sink.  
Amanda shook her head. ‘No. I promise. That’s it.’

RUTH SHIFTED HER HEAD on Sian’s shoulder in the darkened bedroom. They had just made love and Ruth was breathing heavily. She turned her face and nuzzled into Sian’s neck. She smelled amazing. She felt the damp of Sian’s sweat on the end of her nose. 
We officially do have great sex, Ruth thought as she took a deep breath. Every muscle in her body tingled and the feeling of calm, relaxation, and peace was overwhelmingly beautiful. 
I want to feel like this forever, she thought. 
Sian turned her face a few inches to look at her. ‘What are we doing here?’ she whispered. 
Oh God, I really hoped you weren’t going to ask that. 
‘I don’t know,’ Ruth whispered back. 
They lay in each other’s arms in the delicate, wonderful silence. 
Sian reached over and ran her hand gently over Ruth’s face and neck. It made her quiver for a moment. 
‘How can this ... us ... not be a good thing?’ Ruth said.
Sian gazed at her thoughtfully. 
‘But nothing has changed, has it?’ Sian asked, sounding confused. 
‘I know that I love you and I want to be with you,’ Ruth said as she swallowed and took a deep breath. She could feel the tears coming. ‘I love you so much, it actually hurts ...’
‘And I love you. That’s not the issue is it?’ Sian said gently, and kissed her. 
‘No. No, that isn’t the issue. But what if we never find anyone else who makes us feel like this? Shouldn’t we hold onto it?’
Ruth could see the tears welling in Sian’s eyes. ‘This is so horrible because ... because I don’t trust you.’
Ruth reached to Sian’s face and wiped a tear from the side of her eye. ‘I know. I’m so sorry ... And I hate myself for doing that to you.’
‘I’m not sure that can change,’ Sian said pursing her lips and blinking the tears away. 
‘I can change,’ Ruth said, even though she knew it sounded false or like a cliché. 
‘Can you though?’ Sian asked. 
Ruth nodded, and sniffed as the tears came. ‘I have to. I want you in my life.’
‘What about Sarah?’ 
Ruth took a few seconds. She was about to say something she had never said before but she needed to compose herself. 
‘She’s dead.’  
The comment hung in the air for a moment. 
‘What?’ Sian asked with a confused expression. 
‘Sarah has been missing for nearly seven years. I am a copper. I know that there is a ninety-nine percent chance that she is dead. And if she’s alive but hasn’t contacted me, then she might as well be dead,’ Ruth said, shocking herself that she had given a voice to these thoughts.
Sian sat up in bed as her eyes widened. ‘I’ve never heard you say that before.’
‘That’s because I haven’t. But it came to me the other day,’ Ruth said as she sat up too. 
Am I saying this because it’s the right thing to say? Or because I actually feel it? How am I meant to know that?
‘How do I know you’re not just saying what I want to hear?’ Sian said, her forehead furrowed. 
‘You don’t. And I don’t expect you to suddenly trust me,’ Ruth admitted. ‘But the thought of you going to start a new life in Swansea makes me feel sick to my stomach.’
They looked at each other.
‘I want us to grow old together,’ Ruth whispered. 
Sian moved closer and they kissed. 



CHAPTER 13

It was early and Ruth was updating Drake on the developments of the Callum Roper case and her concerns about Solace Farm. 
Drake smoothed his goatee, processing what she had told him. 
‘This Solace Farm hasn’t been on our radar before, has it?’ he said finally.
‘I’m waiting to hear back from Social Services, but from what I can see there are no child protection orders connected to the farm. And according to the local police up there, they tend to keep themselves to themselves,’ Ruth explained. 
‘But you think there’s cause for concern?’ Drake asked.
‘The post-mortem on Callum Roper revealed that he had circular scars on each palm and a scar on the right side,’ Ruth said. 
‘Sorry, I’m lost,’ Drake said. 
‘We think that the scars are symbolic of Christ’s crucifixion,’ Ruth explained.
‘What?’ Drake asked as his forehead became furrowed. 
‘I know. It’s very strange.’  
‘And you think they were made while Callum was living at the farm?’ 
‘I think it’s very likely, boss. We also know that Callum called his mother from Solace Farm saying that he was in some kind of trouble. An hour later he had been shot, then ran across the A5 into the path of an oncoming van and was killed. Nick and I thought that it looked like he was being chased. We had reports of shouting and gunshots about twenty minutes before the accident, although Ffestiniog plod have failed to find the person who made that call,’ Ruth said.
‘If Callum was being chased or shot at, then his death is manslaughter,’ Drake said. 
‘Exactly, boss,’ Ruth agreed. 
‘And you think he was being chased and shot at because he wanted to leave this religious community that lives on the farm?’ Drake asked. 
‘It seems to fit in with what happened but we don’t have any evidence of that.’ 
‘Who did you speak to up there?’ 
‘Woman called Rachel Ryan. DC Garrow did some digging and says that she’s the leader of the group and they call themselves The Family. Rachel Ryan believes that she is a prophet and has been appointed to guide and prepare the community on the farm,’ Ruth said. 
‘Bloody hell! Prepare for what exactly?’ Drake said. 
‘For the Second Coming and the apocalypse of the world,’ Ruth answered. 
‘Oh, is that all,’ Drake quipped sardonically. 
‘Rachel Ryan flatly denied that Callum was at the farm on the day of his death. But a triangulation of his phone shows that he was on the farm when he called his mother,’ Ruth explained. 
‘Okay. Get her in and ask her why she’s lying,’ Drake said sternly. 
‘I’m not sure that’s the best move, boss. My instinct is that Callum is just the tip of the iceberg. There are children up there, and according to the Educational Welfare Officer, they are being home-schooled. I think they’re vulnerable, but I also think that as soon as we start snooping around, the shutters will come down and everything will stop,’ Ruth said.
‘So you want to carry out surveillance?’ Drake asked. 
‘Read my mind, boss. I’d like to see who is coming and going at the farm. I’ve identified an empty cottage nearby. We can carry out a surveillance operation from there,’ Ruth suggested. 
‘Surveillance is expensive, Ruth. Lots of overtime,’ Drake said raising an eyebrow.
‘I know, boss. A few days, that’s all I’m asking for. Just to see what’s really going on at Solace Farm, before they think we’re on to them and hide everything from view.’
Drake nodded. ‘You’ve got seventy-two hours.’ 

LLANCASTELL CID HAD moved operations into Incident Room 1 now that the investigation had escalated to manslaughter, with a wider surveillance on the farm as a whole. 
As Ruth grabbed her coffee, she could see that the incident boards had been hastily assembled and that detectives were sorting out files at the workstations around the room. 
Sian looked over as she moved her chair around – there was a moment between them. It reminded Ruth of when they had first got together. Was she getting her hopes up too much to think that they could just make it work? Ruth dared not to hope that Sian might actually change her mind about leaving. 
‘Right, guys. Can you listen up for a second? Anyone seen Nick?’ Ruth asked, as she glanced around the room. She hadn’t seen him for a while. There were shakes of heads. ‘Okay. Sorry it’s been a bit of a kick bollock and scramble getting in here today,’ Ruth said, as she wandered towards the large map of North Wales. ‘We are expanding our investigation into Callum Roper’s death to include a wider focus on Solace Farm. We have access to this cottage here, from where we are going to carry out surveillance. Sian and Dan, you’re on first shift today.’
‘Really?’ Sian said pulling a face.
‘Charming,’ French said slightly defensively. 
‘I love you Dan, but you snore like a baby fucking rhino,’ Sian retorted. There was laughter around the room.
‘I don’t snore,’ French protested.
‘Really? Last Christmas, remember when we were on surveillance in the car? That county lines thing? I went to get us fish and chips. By the time I got back, I heard this noise. I thought you had turned on the ignition and were revving the engine. I got in and saw it was you snoring,’ Sian said with a huge grin. 
There was more laughter from around the room. Ruth watched Sian giggling. 
‘Bollocks. That’s such a lie. I was resting my eyes,’ Dan protested. 
‘Yeah, well anyway, you two love birds are on first watch,’ Ruth quipped. 
‘What are we looking for, boss?’ French asked. 
‘Run the plates of everyone that goes in and out of that place. Is it just Rachel Ryan who leaves the farm, or anyone else? If they have visitors or deliveries, who are they? Keep an eye out for the children. How do they seem when they’re outside? Is this place being run like a holiday camp or a prison?’ Ruth said. ‘Right everyone, let’s get to work. I want to know what Callum Roper was so scared of, why he was killed, and what the bloody hell is going on at Solace Farm.’
As the detectives dispersed to computer stations or out of the office, Ruth saw Nick coming in. 
Where the bloody hell has he been?
‘Nice of you to join us, Nicholas,’ Ruth said as she wandered back to her office. 
‘I found something, boss. I was speaking to Kev in the canteen. He’s a sergeant down in uniform,’ Nick explained. 
‘Great. So you were chatting to your mate in the canteen while you were meant to be up here helping me out,’ Ruth said. She was teasing him and he knew it. 
‘We were talking about the accident and Callum Roper. Kev tells me about a missing girl they’ve been trying to find for about eighteen months. Ketha Langley,’ Nick said. 
Ruth thought for a second. ‘Name doesn’t ring a bell.’ 
‘I pulled her file. Ketha Langley was involved in county lines drug gangs up in Rhyl. She was arrested for supply and released on bail. And then she disappeared off the face of the planet,’ Nick said. 
Get to the bloody point, Nick, Ruth thought. 
‘So on her report, we have distinguishing marks. Ketha Langley had a tattoo of the name Mary on her right arm. Same as Callum’s tattoo of Thomas,’ Nick said. 
‘That could be a coincidence,’ Ruth said. 
‘Get this. She also had circular scars on the palms of her hands and on the right side by her hip.’  
Ruth’s eyes widened – Now that doesn’t sound like a coincidence!



CHAPTER 14

It was mid-afternoon. Rachel was holding a religious study session in the chapel. The Family was seated on wooden benches, and most of them had well-worn copies of the Bible. Some of the younger children muttered or talked towards the back of the room as their parents hushed them, telling them to listen. 
Rachel normally loved Bible study. It was the chance to fully emerse herself in the word of the Lord. However, the visit from the detectives had given her some cause for concern and she knew that she was regressing to past behaviours of anxiety and fear. That was the point of her faith. She was no longer in control of the majority of things that happened in her life. And that was a relief. It was God’s will and he was in charge. 
Opening her Bible to “Hebrews”, Rachel looked at her congregation and said quietly, ‘I’m going to read you something. This is Hebrews, Chapter 12. Be careful that you do listen to the One who is speaking. For if they did not escape when they rejected him who warned them on earth, even less will we if we turn away from him who warns us from heaven.’
Rachel let her reading sink in for a few seconds. After Thomas’ disappearance and the arrival of the police officers, it was important for her to re-establish her authority which had been ordained on her by God. 
‘What the Bible tells us is that those who have not heard the word of God are not the ones who need to truly worry. It is those who have heard the word of God from a prophet here on earth, and from the Lord himself, and choose to ignore what they have heard.’ Rachel closed the Bible slowly, looked at them all, and spoke in a gentle tone. ‘To reject what they have heard ... To escape back to an easier but more sinful life. The consequences for their souls are catastrophic. God’s judgement on their souls will be damning ... And who is the prophet who has carried the word of God to you?’
‘It’s you, Rachel,’ the congregation replied in unison. 
‘I have been brought here to save you. We are the chosen few. And when God sends his only son Jesus Christ down to us for a second time, it is all of us here who will be greeted with open arms.’ Rachel looked around at the members of The Family who nodded in agreement as she spoke with a beaming smile. It felt so good. ‘We will be rewarded with eternal life and eternal happiness. Now I want you to go out from here this afternoon with the good Lord in all of your hearts. There is nothing out there for us in our old lives except pain and eternal damnation. It is here, in this family that we have created, that you will find peace, love and hope.’
With that, Rachel indicated with her arms that the Bible study meeting was over. The members of The Family, now smiling from the hope that Rachel’s words had just given them, got up and began to file out. 
As Rachel got her things together, Simon approached. He looked anxious – but then again, Simon always looked anxious. He had his binoculars draped around his neck.  
‘Is that how you’re going to leave here this afternoon, Simon?’ Rachel asked him. 
‘Sorry, I ...’ Simon said with a frown, sounding flustered. 
Rachel clapped him on the back. ‘With the Good Lord in your heart, Simon. With feelings of peace, love and hope?’
‘Oh yes, of course,’ Simon said, but he clearly had something to tell her. 
‘Something bothering you?’ Rachel prompted.
‘I need to show you something.’ He beckoned Rachel to the large window on the other side of the room. 
‘Okay. I have to go into town, so can we make this quick?’ Rachel said as she got to the window and looked out. ‘What exactly am I looking at?’
‘The cottage down by where the road splits. A car arrived there about half an hour ago. No one’s lived in that cottage for years. A couple got out, probably in their thirties,’ Simon explained handing her the binoculars.
‘Maybe they’ve bought it?’ Rachel suggested as she looked at the cottage, although the news had aroused her suspicions. 
‘It’s a shell. I’m not sure it’s even habitable. They had bags with them,’ Simon said. ‘If you ask me, they looked like police officers.’
‘That sounds a bit paranoid, Simon,’ Rachel snorted, handing the binoculars back to him. 
‘Maybe. It has to be worth keeping an eye on them though, doesn’t it?’
Rachel shrugged. ‘I’ve got a better idea. Why don’t we go and see for ourselves?’
Simon’s eyes widened. ‘What do you mean?’
‘If we have new neighbours, then God would want us to go and welcome them, wouldn’t he?’ 

PUSHING UP THE FIRST floor window, Sian looked out at the countryside beyond – and the buildings that marked out Solace Farm. The cottage for the surveillance operation smelled musty and damp. The carpet in the large bedroom was red, patterned with patches where it had become worn through to the floorboards below. Small indentations marked out where furniture and a bed had once sat. The cottage was devoid of nearly anything remotely resembling furniture except for two sofas downstairs. French had said he was happy to sleep on one of them in a sleeping bag. Sian wasn’t so sure. God knows what was in them.
She unscrewed the metal tripod and steadied it on the floor where she knelt. She then took the heavy digital camera and attached its 600mm telephoto lens. 
The small screen at the back of the camera burst into life, showing farm buildings out of focus. Twisting the focus, Sian sharpened up the image and watched for a moment as a group of small children ran around the yard, chasing each other and laughing. 
For a moment, Sian wondered what she would have been like as a mother. She and Ruth had talked about adoption when they lived together. However, Sian didn’t know what to think about her and Ruth. Was she being selfish by asking Ruth to forget about Sarah and to move on with her life? Did she believe Ruth the previous evening when she finally admitted that Sarah was almost certainly dead? She knew that Ruth had an overwhelming need to find out what had happened to Sarah. Was it likely that she had managed to somehow come to peace that either Sarah was dead or, if she was alive, not someone worth thinking about? Part of Sian’s mind wanted so desperately to believe Ruth. To trust her and for them to have a life together. But the other part reminded her of the lying and deceit. Ruth would never rest until she knew what had happened to Sarah, and that was that. 
‘Hope it’s not too strong,’ said a voice which startled her. It was French carrying two mugs of tea.
‘Jesus, Dan. You made me jump, you twat!’ Sian said with a smile. 
‘Sorry. There you go.’ French handed her one of the mugs. ‘Wonder why no one’s ever done this place up? The views are amazing from here.’
Sian turned to him. ‘Don’t you know?’
French shrugged as she sipped her tea. ‘Know what?’
‘What happened in this cottage,’ Sian said with a serious expression. 
‘Fuck off. I’m not falling for that, Hockney,’ French said, sitting down on a window ledge with his tea. 
There were a few seconds while Sian watched French – He’s dying to know what I was going to say. I can see it. 
‘I thought Drake would have mentioned it. Seriously, I’m not bullshitting. But if you don’t want to know,’ Sian said with a nonchalant shrug. 
French looked up from his tea. ‘You’re going to tell me the cottage is haunted or some bollocks like that, aren’t you?’
‘Dan, if you don’t want to know, that’s fine. And it’s probably best that you don’t,’ she said, maintaining her serious expression. 
‘Go on then, tell me,’ French said with a sigh.
‘No, no. If you’re happy in your blissful ignorance that’s fine by me.’  
‘Jesus, Sian. We’re stuck in this house watching a bloody farm morning, noon and night. Tell me what happened!’  
‘A little girl was murdered here back in the 1930s. Elizabeth something. Her Uncle did it. He was caught and hanged in Mold. The reason that no one has ever settled here since then is because they say that her ghost haunts this cottage,’ Sian said. 
Glancing over at French, Sian could see that she had finally suckered him in. Nice one. Let the games commence. 
Sian shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t worry. Ghosts don’t exist, do they? You’d have to be a moron to believe they’re real, wouldn’t you?’ 
He’s such a mug. I can’t wait for him to go to sleep tonight. 
‘Oh thanks, Sian. Lovely story,’ French said, unable to hide his slight irritation. He got up and went over to the camera. Squatting down, he looked through the lens. Something from his body language showed Sian that he had seen something. 
‘Shit!’ he said. 
‘What is it?’ 
‘We’ve got visitors.’ French continued to look.
‘What?’ Sian wondered if French was now trying to play a joke on her.
‘I’m serious. There’s a man and woman with a child heading this way. They’re carrying a couple of bags,’ French said as he turned to look at her. 
‘Nice try, Dan,’ Sian chortled. 
I’m not falling for that one. 
‘Seriously. I’m not joking. Just look out of the window.’ This time his expression was convincing.
Going to the window, Sian slowly moved her head to look out so as not to be seen. And just as French had described, a man, woman and child were walking up the long track towards the cottage.
Shit! Who the hell are they?
‘Bloody hell. What do they want?’ Sian asked quietly. 
‘God knows,’ French replied. ‘But they must have come down from the farm.’
‘No one knows we’re here,’ Sian said, watching them getting closer. 
So much for a covert surveillance operation!
‘They do now,’ French said dryly. 
‘We’d better go and see what they want,’ Sian said as she headed for the door. ‘And hide that bloody camera!’
Sian made her way downstairs. No one in Llancastell CID was going to be impressed that they had been spotted within an hour of arriving. She composed herself and went to open the door.
The man, woman and child were now only twenty yards away. The man and child wore clothes that seemed a little too formal and old-fashioned for 2020. As they got closer, Sian could see how striking the woman was. Silver hair, feline eyes and symmetrical bone structure. 
Sian smiled as they arrived at the door. ‘Hi there. I saw you coming up the path.’
‘Yes. I hope we’re not intruding but we saw that we had new neighbours moving in, so we thought we’d come and welcome you to our little piece of Snowdonia,’ the woman said. Her voice was deep and a little smoky. 
She must be Rachel Ryan. 
‘Now then, this is my son Abel. My friend Simon. And I’m Rachel,’ she said, putting out her hand. 
Sian smiled. ‘Nice to meet you all’. As she shook Rachel’s hand, she felt something rough in its palm. 
The circular scar? 
As Rachel took her hand back, Sian saw the dark round scar on her palm, confirming her suspicions. 
‘My name’s Sian. And my husband is Dan. I would ask you in but the place is a total mess,’ Sian explained. 
‘Yes. It doesn’t look like you’ve brought very much with you,’ Rachel said. 
‘Oh no. We’ve only just bought the property. We’ve just come to measure up, that kind of thing. We’re literally camping out,’ Sian said with a fake laugh.
‘Oh right. Abel has put together a bag of things for you,’ Rachel said gesturing to the bag. ‘We have bees, so there’s some of our honey. And we make chutney and jam. Some of our fresh apple juice and bread.’ 
Abel reached out to hand the bag to Sian. 
‘Oh thank you Abel. That’s very kind of you,’ Sian said. 
‘It’s Abel’s birthday today, isn’t it?’ Rachel said and Abel nodded. 
‘Well happy birthday, Abel. How old are you today?’ Sian asked with a smile. 
‘I’m nine years old, miss,’ Abel said.
Oh my God! He is sooooo cute.  
‘Fantastic. I hope you have a lovely birthday,’ Sian said. 
Rachel looked directly at Sian. ‘Actually, Abel is having a party at five o’clock. Why don’t you and your husband wander up to join us? You could have some cake and meet everyone up on the farm.’
Oh God. How am I going to get out of this?
‘I’m not sure. I ...’ Sian said, struggling to think of an excuse. 
‘Abel, you’d like our new neighbours to come to your party, wouldn’t you?’ Rachel said. 
Abel nodded and looked directly at Sian with a smile that made her heart melt. ‘Yes please. Then you can see the cake that my mummy made.’
Are you kidding me? 
‘Okay. Great. We’ll pop up later. And thank you so much for the warm welcome and the bag of goodies,’ Sian said with a smile, although she was dying inside. 
‘Look forward to meeting your husband too,’ Simon said with a smile and a nod.
Rachel went to go and then turned back. ‘Simon and I were debating. I said a property like this would have set you back about £100,000. Simon thought it was closer to £200,000. I’m not asking how much you did pay for it, but I wonder which of us was closer?’ Rachel asked. 
Shit! Shit! I have absolutely no idea about property prices. 
‘You know what? My husband did all the final negotiations,’ Sian said. 
‘Oh okay. No problem. Maybe he can tell us later then?’ Rachel said with a smile that completely unnerved Sian. 
‘Yes, of course. I’ll see you later,’ Sian said with forced cheeriness as she watched them turn and walk back down the pathway. She shut the door and let out an audible sigh. 
What the hell just happened? My face hurts from all that fake smiling. 



CHAPTER 15

Nick and Ruth knocked on the front door and stood back. They had tracked down an address for Ketha Langley’s father in Llancastell. The house was small and looked like it needed some work. The brickwork was chipped and the paint flaked to reveal the original wood below. 
Darren Langley opened the door and squinted as they flashed their warrant cards and explained why they were there. As Nick went in, he could tell that Langley had been drinking. As an alcoholic in recovery, he had a nose that seemed to be able to sense the merest molecule of alcohol in the air. There were more than a few molecules in the air by the time Langley had shown them into the living room. The air stank of booze. 
Bloody hell. It smells like a pub in here!
Langley sank down into the worn burgundy armchair, reached for a can of Special Brew, and had a long swig. Nick had never known anyone but alcoholics to drink Special Brew. At 9% ABV, it was closer to wine than it was to even the strongest of palatable lagers. In his worst days of drinking, he would only resort to Special Brew when he was desperate. It tasted like burnt treacle and made him gag.
‘You want to talk about our Ketha, do you?’ Langley slurred. 
‘Yes, that’s right,’ Ruth said, in a gentle tone. ‘I’m so sorry that we don’t have any news about her whereabouts.’
Langley nodded and took another sip. Nick didn’t judge him. If your teenage daughter vanishes into thin air and you have no idea what’s happened to her, how are you meant to cope? How are you meant to deal with the idea that she has probably come to harm but with no certainty of where she is. Nick knew that Ruth had been experiencing this kind of trauma for the past seven years. He didn’t know how she kept it together sometimes. 
‘I’ve been through all this quite a few times,’ Langley said. 
‘I’m sorry, Mr Langley. We’re investigating the death of a boy a few days ago. We think that there might be some kind of connection with Ketha, so anything you can help us with would be great,’ Ruth said with an empathetic smile. 
‘Aye, no problem. I don’t want some other bugger to go through what we’ve been through in the past year and a half,’ Langley said, as he reached over the table and took a tobacco pouch and cigarette papers. ‘She was released on bail at the end of June. That was in 2018. A friend of hers picked her up outside the courtroom before we had a chance to talk. And that was the last we saw of her.’
‘We wanted to talk to you about some scars that Ketha had?’ Nick said.
Ruth got up and went over to the windowsill where there was a large framed photograph of a girl.
Langley rolled his eyes as he dropped tobacco into the cigarette paper. ‘That bloody business. I don’t know what she was doing mixed up in all that.’
‘Is this a photo of Ketha?’ Ruth asked.  
Langley nodded. ‘Aye. You can take it if you need. As long as I get it back.’
Ruth showed the photo to Nick for a second. Ketha had dyed black hair, lots of make-up, and piercings around her ears and on her lip. 
Ruth took out her phone and gestured. ‘Okay if I take a photograph of this, Mr Langley?’
‘Aye, help yourself,’ Langley said. He then coughed, which sounded more like the deep bark of a dog. 
‘Sorry, you said that Ketha had got mixed up in all what, Mr Langley?’ Nick asked, glancing down at his notebook. 
‘Bloody religious nutters ... Weirdos,’ Langley groaned. 
‘Ketha was hanging out with some kind of religious group, is that right?’ Ruth asked. 
‘That’s what she said. Then she came back here for a bit. Said they were pissing her off. She went to court a few days later.’ Langley shrugged. 
‘And you’ve no idea where she went? She didn’t say anything?’ Nick asked.
‘No. No idea,’ he answered. 
‘But you saw a friend pick her up from outside the court?’ Ruth asked. 
‘Yeah ... Well, someone picked her up. I assumed it was a friend. If you ask me, she went back to them religious folk.’ 
‘Do you know where that was?’ Ruth asked. 
‘Not really. Not near here mind. From what Ketha said, it was out in Snowdonia. Middle of nowhere.’ 
‘Nothing more specific than that?’ Nick asked. 
‘No, sorry. I hope she’s still out there with them ....’ Langley looked upset and took a breath. ‘It’s just that I know that she would have been in touch by now. She wouldn’t have just left it, you know. She wasn’t that type of girl.’
Ruth nodded with a concerned look. ‘Yeah, of course. When was the last time you heard from Ketha?’
‘I got a text from her a few days after she went to court. You know, when she disappeared. Said she was fine. She said that Michelle was going to be looking after her and I didn’t need to worry.’
‘Michelle?’ Nick asked, writing down the name.
‘Yeah, I think that was her name. I told the police at the time,’ Langley said as he picked up his phone from the arm of the chair. ‘My memory’s not what it was.’
No shit, thought Nick. Long term alcohol abuse destroys your memory. 
‘Here we go,’ Langley said as he scrolled through his text messages. ‘No need to worry about me. Rachel’s gonna be looking after me.’
‘Rachel?’ Nick said, his ears pricking up at the name.
‘Rachel? Yeah ...’  Langley said pointing to the text on his phone. 
‘It’s just that you said ‘Michelle’, Mr Langley,’ Ruth said quietly. 
‘Oh, did I? Sorry. Says ‘Rachel’ here. Rachel’s gonna be looking after me. And that was the last time I heard anything from her,’ he said sadly.

SIAN AND FRENCH WERE up in the first floor bedroom of the cottage keeping a watchful eye on the farm. Sian had let Ruth know that Rachel Ryan had made contact but it wasn’t clear if their cover was blown or if her story had convinced their new neighbours. For the moment, they were to stay put and keep the farm under surveillance. 
Glancing at her watch, Sian saw that it was close to five o’clock. 
‘Better get my party dress on,’ Sian joked. 
‘I can’t believe you’re going up there,’ French said, shaking his head.
‘Open invite into the place we’re doing surveillance on,’ Sian said with a shrug. ‘The boss said it was fine by her.’
In fact, Ruth hadn’t been that encouraging. Sian was to have a look around and observe. Anything that didn’t feel right, she was to leave. 
‘Well, be careful,’ French said.
‘Dan, I’m going to a kid’s tea party with a bunch of happy-clappy Christians. I’m guessing I’ll be all right,’ Sian said sarcastically. 
‘And what if they know you’re a copper?’ French asked. ‘It’s all very well being a smart arse, but they’ve got guns up there.’
Sian nodded – she knew she was exhibiting too much bravado. It must have been her nerves. 
‘Don’t worry. Anything vaguely weird or satanic and I’ll be back down here like a shot,’ Sian said as she went out onto the landing and walked down the stairs. 
She left the house and made her way up the road towards Solace Farm. Even though it wasn’t sunset for another hour, the light was beginning to fade with a pale blue hue. The air was cold in Sian’s nostrils and in her lungs. Two grey wagtails, with their distinctive yellow breasts, flew out of a nearby tree and up and away into the dimming sky. 
By the time Sian got to the main yard, she was almost out of breath. The surface of the yard was pocked with deep holes that were filled with rainwater. There was no one around and she assumed that everyone would be at Abel’s birthday party. Wandering across the yard, she folded her arms across herself to keep out some of the cold. 
‘Can I help?’ said a voice. 
Sian spun around to see a woman in a wheelchair looking at her with a kind smile. 
‘Yes, I’m looking for Abel’s birthday party. Rachel said I should pop along,’ Sian said, feeling a little uncomfortable. 
‘Right you are. Down the side of that barn, you’ll see double doors. That’s our main dining room. They’ll be in there,’ the woman said with a beaming smile. 
She was friendly, Sian thought to herself. 
As she got closer, she could hear music and singing from somewhere. 
It must be the party. 
Skipping over a large puddle, Sian reached the double doors and looked in. There were children sitting around a table, with adults close by. They were all singing and smiling.
‘Someone's singing Lord, kumbaya, Someone's singing Lord, kumbaya, Oh Lord, kumbayah ...’
Sian watched them for a moment. Whatever was going on at Solace Farm, there was something here making a lot of people happy. With the clothing, the simple party food, wooden furniture, and no mobile phones, the party could have been forty or fifty years ago. It was hard to tell. 
As the song came to an end Rachel, who was at the head of the circle leading everyone in song, looked up and smiled. She waved to Sian, beckoning her in. 
Feeling a little apprehensive, Sian entered and couldn’t help but smile at all the happy faces and enthusiastic singing. 
‘Sian! You made it. Really glad you came,’ Rachel said warmly, taking her by the arm and guiding her into the middle of the room.
There is definitely something about Rachel. A presence. A charisma that seems to fill the room. She is very attractive. 
‘Everyone! Everyone!’ Rachel shouted as the general noise died down around her. 
Oh my God! She’s going to introduce me to everyone, Sian thought. It was too late to do anything about it. Bloody covert surveillance? That’s a joke.
‘I want you all to meet Sian. She’s moving in down the road with her husband ...’ Rachel looked at her.
‘Dan ...’ Sian said. 
‘With her husband Dan,’ Rachel said. ‘Can we say a big hello to Sian, our new neighbour?’
‘HELLO SIAN!’ said everyone in unison. 
Oh my God. If Ruth could see me now, she would go mental! 
‘I think Sian is going to become very good friends with everyone here on the farm, don’t you?’ Rachel said loudly. 
‘YES!’ everyone replied. 
‘Hands up who wants to be friends with Sian?’ Rachel yelled. 
Everyone in the room put their hands up and Sian couldn’t help but smile at the sentiment. 
‘Okay. That’s brilliant!’ Rachel yelled.
‘Thanks for the introduction,’ Sian said quietly as Rachel smiled at her. 
‘Fancy the grand tour?’ Rachel said, taking Sian by the arm and leaving her with no choice. 
I need to focus on the investigation. 
Sian needed to know if there was anything going on at the farm that warranted intervention by the police or social services. Were the kids being well looked after? If she was honest, the children had seemed very happy. 
‘How long have you been here?’ Sian asked as they walked out of the room.
‘Me? I’ve been here for ten years. But the community has been here for over twenty years,’ Rachel said, as they began to walk down a long corridor. ‘Are you religious, Sian?’
How do I answer that?
‘I don’t know. I was brought up as a Catholic,’ Sian said. 
‘Join the club,’ Rachel said, rolling her eyes. ‘What about now?’
Sian was stumped for a moment.
‘I don’t know really,’ Sian said with a frown.
‘You must believe in something?’
‘I guess I believe there is something out there that we don’t understand. Something that looks out for us. A power that is for good,’ Sian explained as best she could.
‘So, you do believe in God,’ Rachel said with a knowing smile.  
‘Do I?’ Sian said uncertainly. 
‘I choose to call that eternal power that watches over us God. You don’t. But that’s just semantics, isn’t it?’ Rachel said. ‘What do you do for a living, Sian?’
‘I’m a teacher.’ Sian said. It’s what she always said when she didn’t want to tell someone she was a copper.
‘I could tell,’ Rachel said as they went past a series of rooms that were clearly bedrooms. They had bunk beds and were decorated in bright, cheerful colours with kids’ paintings and drawings on the walls. 
‘Is it that obvious?’ Sian asked. 
‘I could tell that you help people. You have that kind of aura,’ Rachel said. ‘Warm, caring ... and I notice you’re not wearing a wedding ring? So, Dan is not your husband?’
Christ, she’s observant. 
‘Partner ... I say husband. Some people are still old-fashioned,’ Sian explained nervously.  
That was a bit unnerving.
Rachel nodded but Sian couldn’t read whether she disapproved or not.  
‘This is the men and boys’ dormitory. The women live separately on the first floor of the main farmhouse,’ Rachel explained as they turned right and came into what looked like a large chapel. 
The light came flooding in through a large window. There were religious pictures and hangings on the walls. A long line of flickering candles ran along the length of the room. Sian didn’t know if it was her imagination, but the light coming through the window seemed to intensify and change to a vanilla colour.
Wow. This place is amazing. 
‘It’s beautiful,’ Sian almost whispered. An imperceptible atmosphere of peace and stillness had suddenly descended upon her. 
Gosh. I wasn’t expecting this.
Rachel pointed to a pew. ‘Sit down for second.’ 
As they sat down, Sian tried to remind herself exactly why she was there. For a moment she had lost perspective. 
Rachel turned, moved closer, and looked directly at Sian.
‘Now, if I were to guess, you were brought up by your mother only?’ Rachel asked.
How the hell does she know that?
‘Good guess,’ Sian confirmed with a smile. 
‘Not a guess. You have a kindness that I see with people who have that sort of maternal upbringing,’ Rachel said. ‘You might think you know the reason why you’re here today, Sian. But I know why you’re really here.’
Sian began to feel uneasy. What is she talking about? She knows I’m a copper.
‘God brought you to me today for me to help you find your way. For you to find a deeper way of life. Are you truly happy when you wake in the morning, Sian?’ Rachel asked. 
Sian shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Sometimes.’
‘Is that enough? When you lay on your death bed, do you want to think back over your life and say, “I think I was happy sometimes”?’ 
No, I don’t suppose that does sound enough. 
Sian looked up and saw Abel coming into the chapel. In the light of the window and the candles, he looked like a cherub from a Renaissance painting. 
‘Mummy?’ he said. He was carrying something in his hand. 
‘Is everything all right, darling?’ Rachel asked, sounding concerned. 
‘Yes,’ Abel said, nodding as he approached them.
‘Why aren’t you at your party?’ Rachel asked. 
Abel reached them. In the napkin he was holding, Sian could see two pieces of birthday cake. 
‘I just wondered if our new friend wanted some birthday cake to take home with her like everyone else?’
Oh my God. Could he be any cuter? Sian thought. 
‘That’s a wonderful idea,’ Rachel said. 
Sian looked at Abel. ‘Thank you, Abel. That’s very kind of you. And I love cake. Do you think Dan will mind if I’m greedy and eat both pieces?’ Sian said with a grin. 
They laughed. 



CHAPTER 16

Drake gestured to the case files that Ruth had in front of her. ‘We need to tread very carefully with this investigation at Solace Farm. I don’t want to see articles in the press about civil rights, or that as a police force we don’t tolerate those who have chosen to live a different lifestyle ... if that is within the law, of course.’
‘I understand that, boss. My instinct is that we’re about to open a can of worms. We have two teenagers, both wayward and with troubled backgrounds. Both with distinctive scars on them. One of them was shot, and was so scared of something that he ran onto the A5 and was killed. The other one had already spent time at Solace Farm when she walked out of Mold Magistrates’Court eighteen months ago and vanished,’ Ruth explained.
‘That evidence is circumstantial at the moment. Is the surveillance operation giving us anything?’ Drake asked. 
Ruth knew that Drake was already worrying about budgets on something that could prove to be a waste of time. ‘This woman that runs the place, Rachel Ryan, lied to us about Callum Roper’s whereabouts on the night of his death. My instinct tells me that Ryan knows where Ketha Langley is and what happened to her.’
‘And we’re not bringing Rachel Ryan in for questioning because ...?’ Drake asked, arching an eyebrow.
‘There may be a bigger picture here. If we bring Ryan in now, and start to unearth something much bigger, all her little devoted followers up at the farm will bury any evidence of criminal activity,’ Ruth explained.  
‘You do know that the brass upstairs would suggest sending in armed response officers to secure the farm and any evidence there?’ Drake asked. 
‘That would give you the PR disaster you’re trying to avoid, boss. You’ve got women and children living there. Plus we know there are firearms on the site. Anything goes wrong, and you’ve got another Waco on your hands,’ Ruth explained and then looked at Drake. ‘Let’s do this in small steps, boss.’
Drake nodded. ‘I’m backing you, Ruth. You know that. And how are things with Sian?’ he asked.
‘Yeah, fine. We’re being professional about the whole thing.’ 
God this is uncomfortable.
‘Good. Glad to hear it. I knew you wouldn’t let it get in the way of the job. But I’m not naïve enough to think that it’s not difficult for you both. And Llancastell CID is going to miss her experience,’ Drake said. 
‘Yes, boss,’ Ruth said. She and Sian were no closer to working out what they were going to do. And now that Sian was stuck doing surveillance for a couple of nights it felt like everything was on hold. ‘We’re all going to miss her.’
At that moment, Nick knocked at the open door and looked at them both. 
‘Thought you would want to see this straight away,’ he said with a sense of urgency.
‘Come in, Nick,’ Drake said, sitting forward on his seat.
Nick was holding a memory stick. ‘All right if I use your computer for a second, boss?’
‘Be my guest,’ Drake said while moving his chair back and gesturing to his computer.
Nick clicked away for a few seconds and then brought an image up on the screen that was mounted on Drake’s wall.  
‘What have you got?’ Ruth asked, feeling a sense of anticipation that Nick had made some kind of breakthrough. She could tell from his manner that he was on to something. 
Nick clicked and showed CCTV footage of a road. ‘This is the CCTV footage from outside Mold Magistrates’ Court, June 2018. That was the day that Ketha Langley was released on bail. And the day that her father claimed she was picked up by a friend and then vanished.’
‘Wasn’t there some kind of investigation in to where she had gone?’ Drake asked. 
‘According to the file, officers spoke to everyone that knew Ketha. When those leads ran out, she was put down as another runaway teenager.’
Nick forwarded the footage and then paused it. The screen showed a young girl waiting by the side of the road. ‘This is Ketha Langley here.’
‘And she’s waiting for her lift,’ Ruth said.  
Nick played the footage forward until it showed a blue Land Rover stopping. Ketha Langley got in and the Land Rover pulled away. ‘So, this is the car that she gets in. And this is effectively the last time anyone saw Ketha.’
‘Why has no one ever looked at this before?’ Drake asked, sounding concerned. 
‘Ketha Langley was mixed up in a county lines drug gang. She was well known to the police and social services. She’s out on bail and disappears. Everyone thinks she’s done a runner and no one looks very hard to check where she’s gone,’ Nick explained. 
‘But we don’t know that she hasn’t skipped bail and isn’t living in Liverpool now?’ Drake asked. 
‘Her father was adamant that she always kept in touch. Wherever she was and however much trouble she was in, she always texted him every few days to make sure he knew she was okay. And on this day, she stopped,’ Ruth said.
‘I ran the plate of this Land Rover through the DVLA. It’s registered to a Simon Walters ... And guess what Simon Walter’s registered address is?’ Nick said with knowing look. 
‘Solace Farm,’ Ruth said. 
I don’t like coincidences, she thought. 
‘But we don’t know if she’s still there?’ Drake asked. 
‘Not at the moment, sir. But we do know that eighteen months ago she was picked up by Simon Walters who lives on Solace Farm, and she was never heard from again,’ Nick said darkly. 
‘That’s great work, Nick,’ Ruth said with an element of pride. 
‘Unfortunately, I don’t think it stops there, boss. I’ve checked back through Mold Magistrates’ Court records for teenagers that fit the profile of both Callum Roper and Ketha Langley. I then cross-checked those that had been released on some kind of bail or community order. It gave me a list of twenty-two teenagers. Five of them went missing shortly after they got bail and have never been heard of since. No one looks very hard for them because everyone assumes they’ve skipped bail and gone on the run. I’ve got a list of addresses for their families,’ Nick said. 
Drake shot a dark look over at Ruth. ‘Do we think that these kids are being taken to Solace Farm once they’ve got bail?’
Ruth shrugged. ‘Maybe they’re being targeted? They’re offered a free bed, hot food, and shelter in the middle of nowhere. They get taken up to Solace Farm where Rachel Ryan attempts to brainwash them.’
‘What about Callum Roper? Or Ketha Langley? Drake asked. 
‘Maybe Rachel Ryan doesn’t like it when these teenagers decide they don’t want their souls saved and want to leave the farm?’ Ruth suggested. 
‘And maybe they just don’t get to leave?’ Drake suggested darkly.     

IT WAS NOW DARK OUTSIDE and Rachel had called an emergency meeting of The Family. As she thumbed through her copy of the Bible, they all sat on the tiered benches of the chapel talking in low voices.
Rachel was pre-occupied. Sian had left them an hour ago and she knew that Sian had been lying to her. Her body language and tone couldn’t disguise the lies that she had told. Rachel was a prophet with a power ordained from Our Lord. She could see things others couldn’t see. Sometimes it was a gift, and sometimes it was a burden.   
She was convinced that the North Wales Police force was beginning an operation against them. The visit of the detectives asking about Thomas and the night of his death. The sudden appearance of two people down the road in a disused cottage. She was anxious that it wouldn’t be long before the police raided them and discovered the truth about ‘the leavers’. She had prayed and asked for God’s guidance. 
Rachel turned to a couple of men that she had spoken to earlier and gave them a nod. The men came forward with a long wooden box which they placed on the central table. She could see that the members of The Family were wondering what was inside the heavy box. 
All in God’s good time, she thought. 
She moved out into the centre of the chapel. ‘I have brought you all in here this evening because the signs that I have looked for all my life are beginning to take shape. The process of Armageddon, as foretold in Revelations, has started. It will pave the way for the Second Coming of Christ Our Lord.’ Rachel held up a copy of a newspaper. ‘Our planet is beginning the process of destroying itself. The fires that now rage in Australia and South America are unprecedented. A plague that will spread to us from China will kill millions. Are these coincidences?’ she asked in a booming voice. 
‘No, Rachel,’ members of The Family replied dutifully. 
‘No. Of course they’re not! They are signs from God for us to prepare. And here, in our beautiful enclave of Snowdonia, we are being questioned and we are being watched.’ 
The members of The Family nodded in total agreement, as they always did. 
Rachel held up her Bible and showed them the pages of Revelations. 
‘The Book of Revelation describes us, the chosen few, in these very lines as living in a land of beautiful mountains. That we have settled in “... the valley of the passengers.” Rachel pointed outside. ‘Revelations describes a place just like Solace Farm. And then it tells us we are God’s passengers, waiting to welcome Jesus Christ again to Earth as he transports us to eternal salvation while the rest perish. And that’s why we are here, isn’t it?’
‘Yes, Rachel!’ The Family responded. 
Rachel then slammed the Bible down onto the table with a BANG for dramatic effect. ‘But! ... But Revelations also tells us that we must be vigilant of “... invaders who will cover our land.” That we must prepare ourselves for the final battle. We have seen the detectives, instruments of a secular state, coming to question our ways. And we have now seen them down the road, spying and judging us in preparation to take away everything that we hold dear. Are we going to allow that to happen?’
‘No Rachel!’ came the rallying cry. 
Rachel could see the growing zeal amongst The Family as her voice grew louder and her words more passionate and urgent. 
‘No! Instead we will fight for what we believe. We will fight for what we know to be right. And we will fight for the Lord Our God and Saviour. And these invaders will be finally defeated by a judgement of fire coming down from heaven. And those that have ignored or rejected the word of God will be cast into the lake of fire to burn in pain forever.’
Rachel felt the surge of power that coursed through her veins in that moment. 
‘And if we are to fight, then we must be prepared and we must be armed. As it says in Psalm 144, “Blessed be the Lord, my rock, who trains my hands for war, and my fingers for battle,”’ she thundered. 
The men used a crowbar to take the lid off the wooden box. Inside was an array of shotguns, rifles, and two automatic assault rifles. Rachel had known that this day was going to come. She wasn’t going to try and defend Solace Farm only with the handful of weapons that the local police had allowed her to have officially with her firearms licence. It had taken nearly a decade to amass the stock of weapons, but Rachel was confident that they would keep them safe. 
‘We have weapons here. And if you feel the strength of Our Lord telling you to take up arms - to protect you, your family and your Lord God Almighty - then I want you to come here and stand in line. You will receive a weapon to help us protect what we have here,’ Rachel said. 
Without hesitation, nearly every man and many women in the congregation stood and formed an orderly queue. 
As each adult member of the family was handed a weapon, Rachel felt an immense sense of pride and well-being. 
‘The final battle of Armageddon will be upon us soon – and we will be prepared!’ 



CHAPTER 17

Ruth had arrived at the surveillance cottage with mixed emotions. She was looking forward to seeing Sian – was that even okay? However, the developments in the case were weighing heavily on her. Callum Roper and Ketha Langley both had troubled backgrounds, a bail release from Mold Magistrates’ Court, and a connection to Solace Farm and Rachel Ryan. Callum was dead and Ketha was missing. There were also other similar teenagers missing. Were they all connected?
Sian handed Ruth a cup of tea in the gloomy dimness of the kitchen in the cottage, ‘Here you go, boss.’
They looked at each other in the shadows and smiled. Sian took her hand for a moment and pulled Ruth gently towards her. Ruth pointed upstairs to where French was keeping watch and gestured to Sian that they needed to be quiet. 
‘It’s all right. Dan’s got headphones on. Some boring history podcast,’ Sian whispered and then gave a giggle as they kissed.
Ruth couldn’t help herself - the kiss became passionate and she spilt her tea. She didn’t care.  
‘You okay?’ she asked. 
Sian nodded. ‘Yeah. Why?’ 
‘You didn’t tell me much about your time up at the farm.’  
Sian shrugged. ‘Not much to tell. I went to Abel’s birthday party. It was like any other kids’ party I’ve ever been to. Maybe a bit old-fashioned but nothing more than that. Then Rachel Ryan took me for a tour of the farm.’
‘Really? What was that like?’ Ruth asked, now fascinated. 
‘It was okay. Men and women sleep in separate parts of the farm, unless they have kids. Then we sat in the chapel for a while. To be honest, it was beautiful,’ Sian said. 
Something about the way Sian relayed this unnerved Ruth. It wasn’t like a police officer reporting back to a boss. There was something different and Ruth couldn’t put her finger on it.
‘You think she was on to you?’ Ruth asked. 
Sian shrugged. ‘I don’t think so. She thinks I’m a teacher. If she did suspect anything, she hid it very well.’
‘And what’s she like, Rachel Ryan? I’ve only met her for a few minutes, and I’m guessing she was on her guard,’ Ruth said. 
Sian looked deep in thought. ‘She’s definitely got something about her.’ 
‘You mean she’s fit?’ Ruth asked, teasing and giving her a nudge. 
‘No ... I mean yes, she is. But some of the stuff she was saying made a lot of sense. When I look back over my life, what kind of person do I want to have been? I think her unquestionable faith gives her this air of spirituality,’ Sian said. 
‘Oh my God, Sian. She got to you, didn’t she?’ Ruth was only half joking. Sian certainly seemed slightly different. ‘Please don’t run off and join a religious cult. I don’t think Llancastell CID would ever live it down.’
Ruth realised that her comment was a little too close to home with Sian’s plans to go to Swansea. 
‘Fuck off. I’m not joining any cult. I just like to think and talk about things on a higher level than what I’m having for tea or who’s getting kicked out of Love Island,’ Sian said. 
‘I hate Love Island!’ Ruth joked.
‘I’m not talking about you, dummy. We haven’t lived together for six months and not everything is to do with you,’ Sian said in a slightly cutting tone. 
Ruth knew she was being self-absorbed – again. She gestured upstairs. ‘I’d better check in with our silver-spooned colleague or it will look weird.’
She put the tea down and went up the creaky wooden stairs, with Sian following. She felt Sian pinch her bum, and giggled. 
‘What are you laughing at?’ came a voice from the bedroom.
Bollocks! French is clearly not listening to his podcast. 
‘Dan. Thought I’d come and check how you two are getting on,’ Ruth said, flipping into DI mode. 
‘It’s fascinating stuff, boss,’ French said sarcastically, as he stretched out his arms and his back with a yawn.
‘And no sign of Ketha Langley?’ Ruth asked. 
‘No, boss. Nothing,’ Sian replied. 
‘You sure?’ 
‘Ketha Langley is mixed race, boss. And so far, we haven’t seen anyone who’s not white up there.’  
‘Anything else out of the ordinary?’ Ruth queried. 
‘Dan spotted some heavy boxes being moved across the yard about an hour ago,’ Sian said. 
‘Heavy boxes?’ Ruth asked.
‘Crates. Probably four or five foot long,’ Dan explained.
Something about what he was describing didn’t sit well with her.  
‘Did you get photos?’ 
‘Yes, boss,’ he replied. 
‘Send them over tonight so we can have a look,’ Ruth said. ‘I’m not sure I like the sound of that.’
Ruth’s instinct told her that not only should they be worried about what had been going on at Solace Farm, but also how they might react to being investigated. 

AS NICK DROVE HOME, he felt a little more confident that Amanda had turned a corner after the events of the previous night. She had spent two hours speaking to her sponsor. Nick and Amanda had talked into the early hours and made love for the first time in weeks. Amanda buying booze had been a wake-up call, but at least she hadn’t had a drink. 
Nick had stopped at the shops again – this time for nappies. He had bought the ingredients for spaghetti carbonara which he had promised to make for Amanda. To be honest, there were only a handful of dishes that Nick could make off the cuff, but he did pride himself on making a mean carbonara.  
As he came in through the front door, his phone rang. It was Ruth. 
‘Boss? Everything okay?’ he asked as he closed the door behind him. 
‘You’re my gun nerd, aren’t you?’ 
‘Erm, I’m not sure “gun nerd” is the right term. But yes, I do have a slightly unhealthy interest in firearms, stemming from watching too many American movies on tv as a kid,’ he joked. 
‘Okay. I’ve got some photos that Dan’s taken ...’ Ruth said. 
‘Yeah, I did tell him that if he keeps photographing his neighbours undressing then he’s going to lose his job,’ Nick quipped. 
Ruth laughed. ‘Funny ... No, the guys up at Solace Farm seem to be doing some heavy lifting of large boxes. Can you take a look? Let me know what you think?’ 
‘Yes, boss,’ Nick said. 
‘Everything okay at home?’ Ruth asked. 
Nick started to make his way through the ground floor. ‘So far, so good. I’ll see you tomorrow.’
Ending the call, he noticed dark stains on the carpets. Kneeling down, he dabbed on one and inspected his index finger closely. 
Blood!
Shit! What the hell is going on?
‘Amanda?’ Nick yelled anxiously. 
His stomach tightened. 
Jesus. Where are they?
Racing through the living room, Nick got to the kitchen. It was a total mess. Food and dirty plates all over the table. 
‘Amanda?’ he called again. 
More worrying was a chair that had been tipped over onto the floor.
Shit! Has there been some kind of struggle in here. Where are the girls?
Then he saw it. An empty bottle of wine and a half bottle of vodka on the table in amongst the mess. 
Oh God, no. 
Sprinting for the stairs, drips of blood on the carpeted steps leading the way. 
‘Amanda? Where are you?’ Nick bellowed, now feeling utterly sick with fear. His breathing was quick and shallow. 
‘Nick?’ said a voice quietly. 
Running along the landing, he saw a figure coming out of Megan’s bedroom. It was Amanda and she was holding Megan in a small blanket. 
Her hands, the blanket, and Megan were covered in blood. He could see that Amanda was shaking. 
‘I’m so sorry,’ Amanda sobbed. 
‘What happened? What’s going on?’ Nick screamed at her. He could hardly get his breath as his heart thundered in his chest.  
Please God, don’t let anything have happened to Megan!
Launching himself forward, Nick grabbed Megan and quickly checked to see where the blood was coming from.
Is she cut somewhere? Where is the blood coming from?
‘It’s my blood. She’s fine. Megan’s fine. I’m so sorry. I cut my arm,’ Amanda sobbed as she sunk to the floor in a heap. 
Nick checked Megan all over. 
Thank God!
He could see she was unharmed. Her pink babygrow was smeared with blood, as were her tiny hands. 
Thank God, she’s okay. 
Nick sank to his knees and asked, ‘Where are you cut?’
Amanda looked up, her face smeared with make-up and tears. 
Feeling his anger turn to pity and concern, Nick took her arm and saw a series of lacerations on her left wrist. 
‘Did you do this to yourself?’ he asked quietly. 
‘I don’t know ... I can’t remember,’ Amanda said through gasps. She smelled of alcohol. 
‘I’m going to get you an ambulance. And then I’m going to get you some help. Okay? Don’t worry ...’ Nick said as he looked down at Megan who was gurgling and kicking her legs obliviously.  
‘Don’t hate me, Nick. Please don’t hate me,’ Amanda sniffled as she wept. 
Nick put his hand to her face. ‘I don’t hate you. I love you. I just want you to get better.’
Taking his phone from his pocket, he rang for an ambulance. 
He then sat back against the wall, his arm around Amanda and with Megan cradled to his chest. 



CHAPTER 18

It was mid-morning. Ruth was on her way to pick up Nick from Llancastell University Hospital. He had been very vague but told her that he was okay and for her not to worry. She wondered if it had something to do with Amanda.  Ruth knew she was struggling at home but Nick had said little about it recently.
Pulling up outside the main hospital entrance, Ruth gave Nick a friendly wave and he got into the car.
He gave an audible sigh as he fastened his seatbelt. He looked tired.   
‘What’s going on?’ Ruth asked. 
‘I found Amanda drunk and covered in blood last night,’ he said quietly.
‘Oh my God. What about Megan?’ Ruth asked, feeling startled by what Nick had told her.
‘She’s fine. Amanda accidentally cut her arm. She was holding Megan who was covered in blood. It was basically a nightmare,’ Nick said. 
‘What the bloody hell are you doing coming to work, Nick?’ Ruth snapped.
‘They kept Amanda in overnight. She’s in the psychiatric ward for tests today. Auntie Pat has Megan. All I’ll do is sit in there and feel sick with worry,’ Nick said, gesturing to the hospital.
‘Can’t you sit with Amanda?’ 
‘No. She’s been sedated and I can’t see her until later.’ 
‘I told you to take some leave, didn’t I?’ Ruth growled. 
‘Seriously. If I don’t keep busy working, I’ll drive myself mad. I’m not known for my mental stability,’ Nick said.
Ruth could see that Nick was insistent that staying at home was not an option. As a recovering alcoholic, maybe he was best keeping busy and being around other people. 
‘Any time you need to go or take time off, you ask. Okay? I mean it,’ Ruth said. 
‘Yes, boss,’ Nick nodded as though he had been told off. Which he had.
‘Poor Amanda,’ Ruth said. ‘She’s going to be fine, you know that?’
‘Yes. We’ll get through this,’ Nick said and looked over. ‘Thanks.’
Ruth nodded and then pulled out into the traffic to make their way across Llancastell. 
Weaving through the roads that led north, Ruth and Nick sat quietly listening to the radio until they reached their destination.  
They had tracked down an address for one of the missing teenagers on the list that Nick had requested from Mold Magistrates’ Court: Ho Yin Cheung. His father, Laihin Cheung, lived in a nice, neat cul-de-sac on the northern side of Llancastell. A PNC check on him had shown that he’d had no police convictions since his arrival from Hong Kong in the 1970s. However, his son was a very different matter. Ho Yin had a string of convictions for theft, vandalism and low-level dealing dating back to his early teens. 
Once Ruth and Nick had introduced themselves and explained why they were there, Laihin showed them inside. The house was tidy, very clean, and devoid of clutter. There were a few wall hangings with Chinese calligraphy, and some photos of the Hong Kong skyline at night. The mantelpiece carried a few family photos and it looked to Ruth as if Ho Yin was an only child. 
‘Please, sit down,’ Laihin said. ‘I can make tea if you would like some?’
‘We’re fine, Mr Cheung. But thank you,’ Ruth said with a smile. 
‘And this is about Ho Yin?’ Laihin asked quietly with his brow furrowed. 
‘Yes. Do you know where your son is at the moment?’ Nick asked, as he edged forward on the sofa. 
Laihin shook his head sadly and gestured with despairing hands. ‘No ... I wish I did. I haven’t heard from him for over a year now.’
Ruth could see that Laihin was visibly upset. ‘Where was Ho Yin the last time you spoke?’
‘He had these crazy ideas. He had gone to some place miles away. A Christian place,’ Laihin explained.
‘Solace Farm?’ Nick asked.
Laihin nodded. ‘Solace Farm. Yes. We are not a religious family.’ He gestured to a framed photograph of himself, Ho Yin aged about ten, and a woman who Ruth assumed was Ho Yin’s mother and Laihin’s wife. ‘You see my wife died nearly seven years ago.’
‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Ruth said gently. 
‘Ho Yin had been a very good boy up until then. But when he went to the school here, he made friends with some boys. It was always trouble with them. I didn’t know what to do with him,’ Laihin said, getting emotional and wiping a tear from his eye under his glasses. ‘I’m sorry ...’
‘Please don’t apologise, Mr Cheung,’ Ruth said with a kind smile. She looked down at the folder she was carrying. ‘And I can see that Ho Yin was granted bail at Mold Court?’
Laihin nodded as he dabbed his eyes with a tissue. ‘Yes. And that was the last I saw of him.’  
‘But you knew that he had gone to Solace Farm?’ Nick asked. 
‘Yes. He had sent a few text messages to tell me he and Becca were all right,’ Laihin explained. ‘But not for a long time now.’
‘Becca? Who’s Becca, Mr Cheung?’ Ruth asked gently. 
‘Sorry. Becca, Rebecca. She was Ho Yin’s girlfriend. But she was always trouble too,’ he said. 
‘Was she at Mold Court on the same day as Ho Yin?’ Nick asked. 
And is she one of the missing teenagers on our list? Ruth thought. Good work, Nicholas. 
‘Yes, that’s right. For the same offence. They were caught stealing from the shop up here, on the main road,’ Laihin said, shaking his head as he gestured out of the window. 
‘Do you remember Rebecca’s surname by any chance?’ Nick asked as he looked at something on his phone. 
‘Becca ... Becca Johnson, I think it was,’ Laihin replied, deep in thought. 
‘Johnson? Could it have been Becca Johnstone, Mr Cheung?’ Nick said. He showed him the list he had on his phone of the missing teens – Rebecca Johnstone was one of them.
‘Yes, I suppose so. Becca Johnstone,’ Laihin nodded. 
‘When was the last time you heard from Ho Yin?’ Ruth asked.
‘It was about this time last year. He told me that Becca had decided to leave the farm, but he was going to stay there,’ Laihin said. ‘I asked if I could visit him there, but he said that wasn’t allowed.’
‘Did he say anything more about Rebecca?’ Nick asked. 
Laihin shook his head. ‘No. Just that. She wanted to leave.’
‘And that was the last text you had from Ho Yin?’ Ruth asked. 
‘No, there was one the next day. He said that mobile phones weren’t allowed anymore and that he couldn’t text me otherwise he might be punished,’ Laihin said.

NICK GLANCED AT HIS watch. It was 7.30pm and he had been waiting in the psychiatric ward for over an hour. A nurse promised that Amanda was in good hands and that a doctor would be out to see him shortly. 
Checking his phone, Nick couldn’t help looking at some photos of Amanda and him in happier days. The day that he had taken her to the Fairy Falls and then down to the Fairy Glen, close to Betws-y-Coed. The Glen is a beautiful spot where the stream weaves between two sides of a rocky gorge. He told Amanda how the Glen was supposed to be inhabited by mythical sprites. It was also a place associated with Cerridwen, the Celtic goddess of motherhood, fertility and rebirth. Amanda loved it. 
As he flicked through the photos, Nick saw Amanda’s smile and that twinkle in her eyes that he had first fallen in love with. If felt like he hadn’t seen that for so long. Wasn’t having a new-born baby meant to be a magical time in a couple’s life? Instead, it had turned into a living nightmare.
His thoughts were broken when someone approached. It was a bearded doctor in his early 30s.
‘Mr Evans?’ the doctor asked. 
Nick nodded and said, ‘It’s Nick ... Is she okay?’ He could feel the anxiety wash over him. He was trying to quickly read the expression on the doctor’s face to tell how bad the news was. 
‘She’s not in any danger while she’s here. But I think what Amanda has developed is postpartum psychosis. I assume that her moods have been very up and down, with depression, exhaustion, anger?’ 
‘Yeah, exactly that,’ Nick said. 
‘And maybe some confusion?’ he added. 
‘Sometimes ... Is postpartum psychosis serious? Do I need to be worried?’ Nick asked, feeling his pulse racing. He certainly didn’t like the sound of the word ‘psychosis’.
‘It’s not dangerous while she’s here under our observation,’ the doctor said. 
‘How long will that be, do you think?’ Nick asked. 
‘Very difficult to say. She might respond well to the treatment and be out in a couple of days.’ 
‘If she doesn’t?’ Nick asked. 
‘If it’s in their best interest, we’ve kept patients in here for months,’ the doctor said. ‘I’m sorry.’ 



CHAPTER 19

It was morning, and Incident Room 1 was alive with chatter and excitement. To one side, Ruth looked over at the six armed response officers. Even though she knew they needed to be part of the briefing, it made her feel uneasy.
Sian and French were now at their desks – the time for patient surveillance had gone and Drake had ordered them back to Llancastell CID at the crack of dawn. 
Ruth looked over at Sian. They hadn’t come to any conclusion as to what was going on between them, and Ruth was finding it difficult to be in limbo. She and Sian would have to talk later.  
Ruth noticed that Drake had taken his usual position of sitting on a table and looking as cool as a cucumber. She then glanced out at the assembled room as she headed for the scene boards and maps. 
Right, let’s get this show on the road, Ruth!
‘Okay everyone, if we can settle down a bit,’ Ruth said loudly and the room went quiet. It was starting to get stuffy even though it was freezing outside. ‘Our ongoing investigation into Solace Farm is escalating rapidly. The more we uncover, the more convinced I am that there are historic and ongoing crimes taking place at the farm.’ She went to the board and pointed to a photograph of Callum Roper, his mouth open in a silly grin. ‘What we do know is that four days ago, Callum Roper was shot, chased across countryside close to the farm, and then struck and killed by a van on the A5. An hour earlier, he had made a phone call to his mother saying that he was in trouble and was leaving the farm. There were reports of shouting and gunshots in the area before Callum’s death. Our hypothesis is that he told the senior members of Solace Farm that he intended to leave and that he was told that he couldn’t. He tried to escape and was chased across the countryside by members of The Family who shot a firearm several times in their pursuit.’ Ruth then pointed to a photo of a teenage girl pouting for a selfie taken in a bedroom. ‘This is Ketha Langley. She was released on bail from Mold Magistrates’ Court eighteen months ago. She was picked up by a blue Land Rover. A check on the plates revealed that the car’s owner lives at Solace Farm. Her final text to her father said that “Rachel is going to look after me.” She hasn’t been in contact since. Before that, she was in touch with her father every few days so it’s completely out of character ... Nick?’ 
Nick got up from the table he was leaning on. ‘We got a list of all teenagers who had gone missing after being granted bail at Mold Magistrates’ Court.’ He pointed to Ho Yin Cheung’s photograph. In it, he was grinning and doing the peace sign to the camera. ‘We spoke to the father of Ho Yin Cheung, whose name appears on this list. Apparently, Ho Yin and his girlfriend, Rebecca Johnstone, who is also on the missing list, both travelled to Solace Farm after being released on bail. Ho Yin texted his father to say that Rebecca had wanted to leave the farm. After that she seems to have vanished. The following day Ho Yin sent another text to say that mobile phones were banned and there would be a punishment for using them. That was the last time his father heard from him.’
Ruth looked out at the team. ‘So we have four teenagers that we know had been through Mold Magistrates’ Court but ended up living at Solace Farm. One is dead and the other three are missing. I want to know where they are.’
‘Do you think they’re being held against their will, boss?’ French asked. 
‘I’m not sure,’ Ruth said. She honestly didn’t know.
‘What if they’ve been trafficked?’ Sian suggested. 
Drake stood up at that point. ‘Up to now we’ve taken a softly, softly approach to the Solace Farm operation. There are women and children up there, and they are a religious community. However, given the developments of the last twenty-four hours, we have to bring in Rachel Ryan for questioning. And we have to conduct a thorough search of the farm and surrounding area. If there is anyone being held against their will, then we need to act now,’ Drake explained. 
Sian shifted uncomfortably in her seat. ‘Boss, I understand what you’re saying, but as you’ve said, there are a lot of very small children up there.’ Sian turned and gestured to the AROs. ‘And we’re sending in armed officers. That’s going to be terrifying.’
Drake nodded. ‘I share your concerns, Sian.’ He walked over to a photograph which French had taken yesterday of the boxes that had been carried across the yard. He looked at Sian. ‘DC French took this photograph yesterday. I’ve shown these boxes to the Tactical Firearms Unit. There is no doubt in their minds that the larger box is a gun case used to store and transport weapons. The green box here is used to store ammunition.’
For a moment, the room was still.
Drake looked out at the assembled team. ‘And I’m not prepared to send my officers into anywhere that we know has firearms without armed support.’



CHAPTER 20

As Ruth accelerated to overtake a car and caravan, she clicked her Tetra radio.
‘Gold Command, Gold Command. Three-six. Over.’ 
Gold Command was essentially Drake and someone from upstairs – probably the new Superintendent Brown, whom Ruth had only met once. The operation to arrest Rachel Ryan, and any others who might be implicated in criminal activities, had been elevated to a “major operation” now that there were missing persons and the likelihood of firearms at the arrest site. North Wales Police force, like many others, employed a Gold-Silver-Bronze command structure for major operations, although when Ruth worked in the Met, it was usually split up into Strategic-Tactical-Operational. 
Drake came on the radio. ‘Three-six, three-six. This is Gold Command. Go ahead. Over.’
‘Three-six. We are 10 minutes from target. Over.’
‘Gold Command. Received. Await instructions. Out.’ Drake replied. 
Outside, the sky was awash with grey clouds that slowly darkened to the east where they were distinctly black. In fact, if Ruth squinted towards the higher reaches of Snowdonia, she could see where the rain had started to fall. It was coming their way. 
Sod it! That’s going to hamper our search of the farm. 
Glancing behind, Ruth could see French and Sian in an unmarked car, a uniformed patrol car, the armed response vehicle, and a SOCO van. SOCO stood for scene of crime officers, and they would be carrying out a thorough forensic search of the farm.
Nick’s phone rang and he answered it. Ruth knew that his mind would be on Amanda and the events of the past two nights. She was concerned about his refusal to take compassionate leave. He might want to be distracted but even so, at a time like this he needs to be with his family.
Glancing over, she could see the concern in his face as he nodded before finishing the call. 
‘Everything all right at the hospital?’ Ruth asked. 
‘They’re doing a psychological evaluation. Lots of tests. They want to keep her for a couple of days,’ Nick explained. ‘Auntie Pat has got Megan again. And my cousin Cerys is coming over later.’
‘I still think you should be there,’ Ruth said. She didn’t know if Nick was trying to avoid the situation by staying at work.
‘I’m not letting you go anywhere in the middle of Snowdonia on your own after last year’s fiasco.’
Nick was referring to a joint operation between Llancastell CID, Special Branch, and MI5 that had gone horribly wrong.
‘I nearly lost you that day,’ Nick said. ‘So you’re stuck with me.’
‘Thank you,’ Ruth said. She meant it, but she was still worried that he would be distracted all day. 
‘What do you think has been going on at Solace Farm?’ Nick asked. 
Ruth thought for a moment. ‘My guess is that someone has been grooming vulnerable teenagers that have been passing through Mold Magistrates’ Court. Teenagers that have broken homes, a criminal record ...’ 
‘... and if they disappear, no one is going to be surprised that they’ve run away,’ Nick continued. 
‘Exactly. The teens are promised a new start and a new life up at Solace Farm. Free accommodation, free food, friendly people. All they have to do is go to some religious meetings and help out. I think it is Rachel Ryan’s mission to save these teenagers’ souls. My guess is that once the novelty wears off, these teens are itching to leave and go back to their old lives. Something tells me that Rachel Ryan doesn’t like that.’ 
As the road curved around to the right, Ruth could see the buildings of Solace Farm on slightly higher ground. The land around it was flat and sloped gradually up to the mountains behind. 
‘You and Sian seem to be being very grown up about her leaving CID and Llancastell,’ Nick said. 
There was part of Ruth that would have liked to tell him that they had slept together. To tell another human being, quite frankly, and get it off her chest. However, she feared that Nick might also give her some honest answers that she didn’t want to hear. She decided to keep it to herself for now.
‘We’re just trying to be professional until she goes,’ Ruth said. There was part of her that hoped so much that they could make it work and rebuild a life together. 
Indicating right, Ruth pulled off the A5 and headed down the track to Solace Farm. 
‘Gold Command, Gold Command. This is three-six. Over.’
‘Gold Command to three-six. Go ahead. Over.’
‘Three-six. We are two minutes from target. Over.’ Ruth said into her radio. 
‘Gold Command to three-six. Received. Proceed with caution. Out.’ came the reply. 
Passing the painted wooden sign of Jesus with his outstretched arms, Ruth thought how ironic it seemed. Solace Farm appeared to be anything but welcoming unless you adhered to its dogmatic regime. Rachel Ryan’s regime. 
Ruth wondered how Rachel would react to being arrested. She didn’t seem like the sort of woman who took kindly to having her authority challenged. 
The road surface started to get bumpy. Ruth could feel the tension in her stomach. She had been in more dangerous situations than this before in her career. Nevertheless, she worried that they were dealing with an unknown entity on the farm. She was experienced when it came to drug dealers, hardened criminals, and general lowlifes. However, Rachel Ryan and The Family at Solace Farm thought that their authority came from God. People with that kind of unquestioning faith could be incredibly dangerous. Not only do they believe that they are right, they are often not afraid to die fighting for the God they believe in. Ruth’s experience with religious terrorists six months earlier had been a sharp reminder of this fact. It had nearly cost both her and Nick their lives. 
The farmhouse loomed into view. The yard was deserted. No children playing, and no eyes peering from the windows. 
‘They must have seen us coming,’ Nick said, looking at the empty spaces as Ruth slowed the car to a stop about fifty yards from the farmhouse. 
Ruth looked behind to check that all the vehicles were a little further away. This was not some kind of ‘shock and awe’ raid. It was a gentle show of strength. 
‘If you’re watching, you can see vehicles approaching almost as soon as you turn off the A5,’ Ruth said. 
Which means it is likely that they do have someone keeping a watch for strangers. Maybe events of the last few days have made them paranoid?
Ruth clicked her radio. ‘Gold Command, from three-six. Over.’
‘Gold Command. Receiving. Over.’
‘Three-six. We have arrived at target destination. Over.’ Ruth said. 
‘Gold Command to three-six. Received. Proceed with caution. Tactical support only under extreme circumstances. Over.’ Drake said. 
‘Three-six. Understood. Out.’ Ruth unclipped her seatbelt and got out of the car. 
‘Here we go,’ Nick said as he closed the door. He went around to the boot and opened it. 
Pulling out two heavy Kevlar bulletproof vests, he handed her the smaller one. 
They weren’t taking any chances today. 
‘I’m sure that this vest is shrinking in your boot,’ Ruth said with a smile as she fastened it up.
‘Fishing for compliments, boss?’ Nick asked with a grin. 
Ruth gave hand signals to the six AROs who had now got out of their black BMW X5 armed response vehicle. They were to follow at a discreet distance.
Spotting that French and Sian had got out of their car, Ruth looked over. ‘You guys stay here. I don’t want us to go in there mob-handed.’
They nodded and stood beside their car to keep watch. 
‘Okay, let’s do this,’ Ruth said decisively as she unfurled the arrest and search warrants that Drake had hastily organised with the magistrate that morning. 
Ruth and Nick walked across the yard, stepping over water-filled potholes, and made their way to the large white-painted front door. 
Ruth rapped on the door three times and then looked at Nick as they waited. 
The wind sighed impatiently through the skeletal branches of a nearby tree. A few dry leaves rattled across the deserted yard and then changed direction. 
Ruth’s attention was drawn to the first floor where there was the sound of someone opening a window. She couldn’t see where.
Then silence. 
The waiting was making her uneasy. She could feel it in her stomach. 
‘I think it’s unlikely there’s no one home,’ Nick said sardonically. 
Ruth was about to bang on the door again when it opened. 
A man peered at them with a frown – it was Simon.
‘Hi there? Can I help?’ he asked.
Ruth and Nick both showed their warrant cards. 
‘We met the other day. We’re officers from Llancastell CID,’ Nick said.
‘Rachel Ryan around?’ Ruth asked. 
‘Can I ask what it’s concerning?’ Simon asked very politely.
Ruth shot a look at Nick and rolled her eyes. ‘Why, is Rachel not taking visitors today?’
‘Sorry, I ...’ Simon said, not understanding Ruth’s sarcasm.
‘We have a warrant here for Rachel Ryan’s arrest. We also have a Section 18 Search Warrant for officers to search these buildings and the farm,’ Nick explained gruffly. 
‘So, we can either pull this house apart trying to find Rachel Ryan or maybe you could go and find her for us and suggest that she accompanies us back to Llancastell?’ Ruth said dryly. 
‘Oh yes. Okay,’ Simon said, and with that he turned and closed the front door. 
Ruth looked at Nick. ‘Charming.’
Taking a few steps back from the door, Ruth scanned the front of the farmhouse. The last time she and Nick had visited, the windows had been full of inquisitive faces. But not now. 
They were spookily empty. 
There were also two windows wide open further along, up on the first floor. 
Ruth edged back a few more yards. The stones crunching under her boots seemed louder in the stillness. 
What the bloody hell is going on?
A few more seconds of complete silence.
‘Are we just meant to wait here?’ Nick asked impatiently. 
‘No idea. Maybe Miss Ryan is debating whether or not to grace us with her presence,’ Ruth said with a shrug.
She walked over to a window and cupped her hands to look inside. There was an empty room with some tables and a computer.
Nick went the other way and glanced down the side of the farmhouse. 
‘Anything?’ Ruth asked. 
‘Nothing. This is getting ridiculous,’ Nick grumbled.  
The wind picked up a little and rattled the trees.
Ruth looked around and gestured for the AROs to move forward and fan out a little. She was starting to get a nasty feeling.
Her instinct was telling her that this wasn’t going to be a simple arrest and search of the premises. 
She went back to the door and knocked again. She was starting to get annoyed.
Open the bloody door.  
From the nearby trees, two crows flapped their wings noisily and cawed before flying to the next tree. 
Suddenly, one of the AROs reacted and aimed his Heckler & Koch MP5 machine gun at the first floor. 
‘Armed police! Put down your weapon!’ the officer yelled. 
Now startled, Ruth glanced up to where he was pointing. She could see someone by one of the open windows on the first floor. A man with a beard was holding a rifle.
And she could see it was aimed directly at where she and Nick were standing. 
Jesus Christ! What the bloody hell are they playing at?
‘Armed police! Put your weapon down now!!’ 
By this time, all six AROs had their guns trained on the first floor. 
Ruth looked at Nick. He was already moving closer to her. 
‘What the fuck are they doing?’ Ruth growled as Nick ushered her back from the house. 
CRACK!
Suddenly there was a gunshot. 
Thinking the shot had come from the house, Nick and Ruth dived to the floor. Rolling over, Ruth could hear glass smashing. It had fallen from the first floor window.
Hold your fire! yelled an ARO to one of the others. 
Did we fire first? Please God tell me we didn’t fire first!
Squinting at the farmhouse, Ruth could see that the window where she had seen the bearded man had been shattered by a bullet. 
Who the bloody hell fired their gun?
BOOM!
The sound of a shotgun. This time the pellets hammered into the ground close to where Ruth and Nick were laying. Fragments of concrete were thrown into the air where the pellets hit the ground.
‘For fuck’s sake!’ Nick yelled.  
Now that did come from the farmhouse. 
CRACK! CRACK!
As Nick hauled Ruth to her feet, she spotted an ARO returning fire. 
Oh my God. A shoot out! Are you kidding me?
‘Cease fire and get back!’ Ruth yelled at the AROs as she and Nick sprinted for the cover of their car. 
BANG!
A bullet whistled past them and thudded into the rear door of their Astra. 
Fuck me, that was close!
‘I SAID GET BACK!’ Ruth yelled as the AROs moved back out of the yard.
Scurrying behind the protective cover of their car, Ruth and Nick peered out towards the farmhouse. She could see three windows open. However, now that the sky was black and it was starting to rain, it was hard to see anything inside. 
‘We fired first!’ Nick said, shaking his head. 
‘I know. What the hell happened?’ Ruth asked. 
‘A trigger happy ARO got carried away?’ Nick suggested, glancing over the bonnet of the car. 
CRACK!
‘Get your head down!’ Ruth said dragging at Nick’s jacket. 
Nick gestured to the car. ‘We need to get out of here.’ 
Ruth reached for the handle of the back door on the driver’s side. ‘On three?’
Nick nodded, reached up to the driver’s door and then frowned. ‘Wait. We go on three, or is it one, two, three, and then we go?’
‘Jesus, Nick. Does it matter? One, two, three, go!’
Ruth pulled the door open quickly, crouched, and launched herself into the car and across the back seat. At the same time, she saw Nick get into the driver’s seat, start the car, and stamp down on the accelerator. 
Ruth was thrown backwards against the seat.
Suddenly the back window exploded in a thunderous shower of glass. 
Someone’s tried to shoot us as we’re going!
‘You okay, boss?’ Nick yelled over the roar of the engine.
‘Never better,’ Ruth replied, still shaking from the trauma of the last few minutes. 
The car bounced and dipped violently along the track.
Sitting upright, Ruth shook the glass from her hair and picked it from her clothes. 
Jesus! What a nightmare. 
She glanced back at the farm as they sped away to safety. 



CHAPTER 21

Rachel strode confidently into the chapel. Even though she hadn’t fired a gun herself, the adrenaline was pumping after the gunfight. 
The majority of The Family were assembled on the benches and seats. Some of the children were crying and being comforted by their shocked parents. 
‘Is everyone all right?’ Rachel asked in a gentle voice. ‘Everyone okay?’
‘Mummy!’ Abel said, as he ran to her from the protection of several families. 
‘Darling! Are you okay?’ Rachel gasped as she knelt down and ran her hand through Abel’s thick blonde hair. 
‘Why were people shooting, Mummy?’ he asked. 
‘You don’t need to worry. The bad people have gone now. You’re safe,’ Rachel said as she hugged Abel close to her for a moment. She knew that God would protect her only son, as he had done his own. 
‘You were right, Rachel,’ Maria said, her eyes widening. ‘They really don’t want the truth to come out about what you’ve told us.’
Rachel ushered Abel back to a seat and looked around at her flock. ‘They started this. They fired first and we acted, as God would have wanted us to do, in self-defence. God is now on his throne looking down upon us, and as we’ve discussed before, this is it. Revelations 22. “And behold, I come quickly.” That is repeated. When the Lord, our Saviour, returns to our world it will be quickly. It is what we have been told in the Bible.’
A sudden thunderous noise came from above that seemed to make the ground shake. For a moment, Rachel wondered if an act of God and the Second Coming was about to take shape right there, right now, in front of them.
The whirring and rhythmic deep growl became a recognisable sound – a helicopter hovering over them. Then it left as quickly as it had arrived. 
Rachel looked back at her congregation. ‘The wicked men and women who came upon us this morning will soon be punished for their sins. And we will be rewarded. They do not understand what just happened, but we do ...’ Rachel nodded at them with a meaningful stare. ‘It has started. So we need to prepare ourselves.’
Simon came into the chapel and headed for Rachel. ‘It’s David. He’s not good. We need you,’ he said quietly. 
‘All right. I’m coming,’ Rachel said, and then turned to those inside the chapel. ‘I suggest we remain in here for the meantime. Now is a time for prayer and reflection for all of us.’
Rachel and Simon hurried down the corridor and into the main part of the farmhouse. It was deserted as nearly everyone had taken refuge in the chapel.
Arriving at the storage room, Rachel could see that David had been laid out on a table with towels and blankets. His bloody shirt had been cut from him. There was a dark gunshot wound to his chest and his breathing was heavy and laboured. 
‘David, it’s Rachel,’ she said quietly, laying her hand on his shoulder. His beard and his face were splattered with specks of blood from where he had been shot. David, a good humoured Glaswegian, had been at Solace Farm for over fifteen years and was essentially regarded as a gentle giant. 
His eyes flickered open. ‘The wind caught the window and when it banged open that’s when they shot me,’ he whispered.
Simon looked at Rachel. ‘He needs help.’ 
‘I can’t seem to stop the bleeding,’ said Hannah, a young American woman in her twenties. 
‘Maybe they can take him to hospital if we tell them he’s been shot?’ Simon suggested. 
‘He’s not going anywhere,’ Rachel growled. ‘I’m not letting those people take him away.’
Rachel and Simon moved away from David and went to the doorway. 
Simon looked at her. ‘If we don’t get him help, then David’s going to die ... Maybe they could send in paramedics to help him?’
Rachel shook her head in fury. 
Simon just doesn’t get this, does he?
‘I’m not going to let them in here,’ Rachel said close to Simon’s face. ‘What are you talking about, Simon?’
‘If we don’t do something, Rachel, he’s going to die,’ Simon whispered desperately. 
‘If that is God’s will, then so be it. We cannot begin to understand God’s plans.’ 
‘David being shot dead isn’t part of God’s plan,’ Simon said getting angry. 
How dare he challenge me!
‘What do you know about God’s plan? You are nothing. Like an insignificant grain of sand on a vast beach. And yet you have the vanity to think you understand what God has planned for us?’ Rachel scorned angrily. 
‘The man is going to die. We can’t just let that happen in front of us and do nothing,’ Simon said, shaking his head in disbelief. 
‘If David dies, then the world will understand us. His death will not be in vain.’ 
‘You can’t use his death as a PR opportunity!’ Simon snapped. 
Pushing Simon outside, Rachel fixed her stare on him. In that moment, she could have easily taken his life for his words and his challenge to her authority. 
Leaning close to his face, she narrowed her eyes. ‘Challenge my word or my authority again, Simon, and we will have a serious problem. And you, more than anyone else, know how I deal with serious problems.’ 



CHAPTER 22

‘What a shit show,’ Ruth said under her breath as she blew smoke from her cigarette into the cold air.
It was now ninety minutes since the short gun battle at Solace Farm. An incident location had been set up at the surveillance cottage down the road. Drake was en route, as were more armed response officers, armed vehicles, and two specialist snipers. 
Ruth looked into the sky as a police helicopter circled past them and then over the farm. She had just received a phone call from the Chief Constable of North Wales Police who told her that he wanted a full report of the incident on his desk within 24 hours. 
Ruth had already made it clear that one of the AROs who had accompanied them to the farm had fired first. At this moment she didn’t know who, and the AROs had closed rank.  
She had no choice but to seize all their firearms, gloves, and vests as evidence and bag them. She didn’t want anything to go missing. As long as she was SIO on this, there were going to be no cover-ups. The AROs had been sent back to Llancastell to give witness statements and be put on a temporary suspension of duty while an enquiry took place. 
Ruth turned her gaze towards the farm, trying to deconstruct the disaster. She was so lost in thought that she didn’t hear Sian come out and stand beside her. 
‘Well, that could have gone better.’ Sian smiled.
Ruth blew out her cheeks with a sigh. ‘We might have fired the first shot, but they then fired at police officers. What a fucking mess.’ 
‘What now?’ Sian asked, and then touched her hand for a second. Ruth squeezed it back for a moment and looked at Sian. Where the hell do we go from here? 
They had to concentrate on the job in hand but the momentary contact was nice – especially after the events so far.
‘Rachel Ryan has to give herself up to the police. We also have to arrest anyone who fired at us from the farmhouse,’ Ruth said. ‘How we do that, I’m not sure.’
‘I do think that Rachel will listen to reason. I don’t understand why they decided to arm themselves like that,’ Sian said, deep in thought. 
‘First thing is to make contact. We’ll see where we go from there,’ Ruth said. ‘Someone’s trying to link me up to the farm landline.’
‘We can’t use force. There are so many children up there,’ Sian said anxiously.
Ruth touched her shoulder. It was poignant to see Sian’s concern. ‘Don’t worry. I think force is our last resort at the moment. I’m waiting for a trained negotiator.’
They both looked over as Drake’s car drew up and he got out. Pulling up the collar of his coat, he came towards them with his distinctive calm swagger. However, the demeanour of serenity dissipated the closer he approached.
Drake’s voice boomed. ‘What the bloody hell happened?’
Ruth took a moment to revert to DI mode as Sian scooted away and went to talk to French. 
‘One of our lot fired at someone with a gun at a window on the first floor. Next thing it’s like the OK Corral,’ Ruth said. 
‘Jesus! Have we made contact yet?’ Drake asked. 
‘I’m about to get hooked up to the landline.’ 
‘The media are going mad. They think we’re going to have another Waco on our hands,’ Drake said. 
‘Boss, I’m not convinced that we aren’t.’
Drake smoothed his hand over his goatee. ‘Oh God, don’t tell me that.’ 
‘Armed religious cult in a farmhouse. Gun battle with the police,’ Ruth said with a shrug. 
A police engineer came over and handed Ruth a phone. ‘Ma’am, we’ve disconnected the landline to the farm. And we’ve patched this phone into it so no one else can ring in.’
Ruth nodded as she took the phone. ‘Good. How do I call?’ 
The engineer pointed to a red button. ‘Press that, ma’am, and their phone will ring.’
Ruth nodded as she pressed the red button. After two rings, someone picked up.
‘Hello?’ said a male voice. 
‘Hi there. This is Detective Inspector Ruth Hunter. Can I ask who I’m talking to?’ Ruth asked in a gentle tone.
‘My name is Simon,’ said the voice.
‘Okay, Simon. First things first. Do you have anyone wounded in there? Anyone that needs our help?’ she asked. 
There were a few seconds of silence. 
‘No, everyone is fine here,’ Simon answered. 
‘Good. That’s good, Simon. The next thing we have to do is work out how we proceed from here,’ Ruth said softly. ‘Can I speak to you?’
‘I ... I think you should speak to Rachel,’ he replied. 
Ruth heard the phone being put down and the sound of voices talking. Then a female voice came on the phone. Ruth immediately recognised it as Rachel Ryan. 
‘This is Rachel. Who is this?’ Rachel snapped. 
‘This is DI Ruth Hunter. We met the other day if you remember?’ Ruth asked. 
‘Yes, of course I remember. You also came this morning and shot at us,’ Rachel said. 
‘I’m very sorry about that. Simon assured me that no one inside the farm has been injured,’ Ruth said, making eye contact with Drake who was listening intently. 
‘You’re not coming in here. And we’re not coming out,’ Rachel said sternly. 
Ruth frowned as she looked at Drake. 
What the bloody hell am I meant to say to that?
‘I understand that you’re angry, Rachel. But I don’t see how that’s going to work. You can’t stay in the farm forever.’ 
‘We don’t need to. That’s what none of you will understand. It’s started,’ Rachel said. 
‘What’s started, Rachel?’ Ruth asked, as though talking to a child. 
‘I don’t want to speak to you. And I don’t want to speak to any trained negotiators. One of your officers was up here yesterday. Sian, is it?’ Rachel said.
‘Sian? I don’t ...’ Ruth said, playing dumb.
‘We’re not stupid. I knew she was police as soon as we met. But I liked her. And I think she understands me and what we’re doing here. I want to speak to Sian and I’m not going to speak to anyone else ... So why don’t you go and get her and then we can talk.’  
The line went dead. 



CHAPTER 23

Rachel was in her office sitting at her desk. There were some cheap-looking bookshelves full of books, mainly religious, against a wall. A few posters were stuck neatly to the cream-painted wall.  
Simon sat on a sofa, and beside that Maria sat in her wheelchair. 
‘I don’t see that handing ourselves in is an option,’ Rachel said looking over at them. ‘Simon, you worked as a lawyer. What could we be facing?’
‘Manslaughter, murder, use of firearms. It’s not good,’ he answered. 
‘I’m worried about the children, Rachel,’ Maria said quietly. 
Rachel had asked Maria to be part of the conversation as she used to be a social worker.
‘What would happen to the children?’ Rachel asked. 
‘I think they would all be taken into care to start with. I think there would be a lengthy investigation into the safety of each child, and their parents. But that could run for many months, even years,’ Maria explained. 
‘And we wouldn’t get a fair hearing. They don’t understand us out there,’ Rachel said angrily. 
The phone rang and Rachel looked at it momentarily before picking it up. ‘Hello?’
‘Hello Rachel. It’s Sian here ... How are you doing up there?’ she asked. 
‘I’ve had better days,’ Rachel said. 
‘Yeah, I suppose we all have. I’m hoping we can sort all this out peacefully. By us talking ...’ 
‘Why didn’t you do that in the first place? You lied to us. Why did you send armed officers up here and then fire at us? How am I meant to trust you, Sian?’ Rachel said,  feeling the tension in her stomach. 
There was silence for a couple of seconds. 
‘You can trust me, Rachel. I don’t know what happened this morning, but you need to tell me what I can do to get you guys out of there safely?’ Sian said. 
‘You know Sian, we obey God’s law over man’s law on Solace Farm. In the Bible, when the Sanhedrin ordered the apostles to stop preaching in the name of Jesus, they replied “We must obey God rather than men.” Their disobedience was justified. That’s what’s happening here, Sian. And I know you understand it,’ Rachel said. 
For whatever reason, Rachel knew that Sian had been sent up to the farm for a specific purpose. She wasn’t sure what that was yet, but God’s intention would soon become clear. 
‘I understand that what you believe doesn’t always fit in with the laws of where you live. But my job is to uphold the law,’ Sian said. 
‘What if you don’t always believe in that law?’ Rachel asked. 
‘That’s a very good question, Rachel ... but it’s not my job to question the law,’ Sian explained. 
‘Why not? You just blindly enforce it, do you? Without question?’ Rachel asked. 
‘No. It’s not like that. Sometimes the law lets people down. I’ve seen that and it’s made me angry. But it does what it’s there for ninety-nine percent of the time. To protect people. To remove criminals from society who are intent on harming others.’ 
Rachel smiled. ‘I knew there was something special about you, Sian. I can hear it in your voice today.’
There were a few more seconds of silence. 
She knows what I’m telling her is the truth. I pray that the Lord comes and shows her right now, and for her to find the right path, Rachel thought. 
‘How do we move forward from where we are, Rachel?’ Sian asked. 
‘You must come to me,’ Rachel said.
‘Sorry. I don’t understand.’ 
‘You must come up here alone. I will surrender myself, and those in my family who have done wrong. But I will only do that to you. You understand us, Sian. I knew that the first time we met.’
‘I don’t think they will allow me to do that,’ Sian said. 
‘Then there is no way forward for us, is there? It will be in God’s hands.’ 
There were a few minutes silence. Rachel guessed that Sian was getting instructions from her superiors. That DI Hunter woman whom she didn’t like.  
‘Let me just clarify what you just said to me, Rachel. If I come up to the farm, you will hand yourself and the others over peacefully?’ Sian asked. 
‘Yes. But it has to be you. That is the only way,’ Rachel said and put down the phone. 

BY MID-AFTERNOON, THE media was awash with the breaking news that there was a siege situation in Snowdonia involving a religious community. 
Sian was in the first-floor bedroom of the cottage with French, who was using the telephoto lens to keep an eye on the farm and feeding back information. 
Drake and Ruth had listened in to the phone call that Sian had had with Rachel Ryan. At this stage, they just wanted to keep Rachel talking and had suggested waiting for an hour before Sian rang again. Sian couldn’t see the point. Rachel had made it very clear. If Sian went up to Solace Farm, then Rachel and the others would come out peacefully and surrender themselves to the police. It was simple. 
However, both Drake and Ruth thought it was far too dangerous for Sian to approach the farm. There were no guarantees that they wouldn’t shoot her dead. Sian knew that Rachel meant what she had said. For whatever reason, she trusted Rachel to keep her word – however illogical or foolhardy the others thought that was. 
‘Got a bit of movement,’ French said as he looked up at Sian.
‘Shove over,’ Sian said playfully as she and French swapped places by the window. 
Putting her eye to the camera, Sian spotted a few of the children she had seen before at Abel’s party. They were walking across the yard, escorted by a few of the parents. Despite the events of the morning, they were laughing and chattering. 
Then Sian spotted Abel dancing and whirling around with a beaming smile on his face. His look of joy and innocence made her heart leap.  
Suddenly, something in the corner of the camera’s lens caught Sian’s eye. Some movement in the hedgerows. The leaves shook to and fro. For a second, she thought it might be a couple of birds. Then she saw the dark shape of a man moving into position. He had a high-powered HG3 sniper rifle with laser sights. 
It was a police marksman. 
The sight of the children playing in the yard while under the watch of a deadly police sniper made her feel sick to her stomach. 
At that moment, the cottage seemed to shake. The noise from above was deafening. Glancing skyward, Sian could see the navy and yellow colourings of an EC145 police helicopter. Leaves and dust from the ground swirled into the air as it remained stationary for a few seconds before moving away and circling over the farm. 
Sian went back to the camera lens and watched as the children in the yard danced and waved at the helicopter above them. 
They’re so excited to see it she thought, her heart breaking.
Standing up from the camera, Sian looked at French. 
‘This is starting to feel like a military operation. We should be taking this slowly and try to negotiate them out of there, not surround the place with snipers and scare the kids with police helicopters. What’s the matter with everyone?’ Sian said feeling herself getting increasingly angry.
‘They’ve got weapons, Sian. And they fired on police officers. They’re not a bunch of peace-loving hippies,’ French said with a frown. 
‘Dan, there are about twenty children in there. And women who don’t know one end of a rifle from the other. What are we going to do? Throw in some tear gas and stun grenades and let the SAS sweep through the farm?’ Sian growled. 
French looked at her and shrugged. ‘Okay. I get what you’re saying. Just please try to calm down.’
I don’t want to calm down. I know what I need to do. 
Sian went over to the windowsill and snatched up the car keys.  
‘What are you doing?’ French asked. 
‘I’m doing what needs to be done, Dan,’ Sian snapped. ‘We’ve still got our Kevlar vests in the boot, haven’t we?’
She saw the realisation on French’s face – he knew what she was up to. 
‘Don’t even think about it, Sian,’ he whispered. 
‘I’m going up there. And I’m getting all those kids out of there safe and sound. And if you warn anyone, I will castrate you the next time I see you,’ Sian said. 
‘Sian? You can’t do that ...’ 
I’m not listening. I’m going. 
Walking down the stairs, Sian passed a few other CID officers and nodded hello. She was keen to avoid Drake and Ruth. They’d want to have a conversation with her about her next phone call to the farm. 
Slipping out of the cottage, she went around the back and unlocked the car. Pulling open the boot, she took her Kevlar bulletproof jacket out, put it on, and secured it. She reached inside the car, pulled out her police radio and slipped it into her inside pocket.  
Putting her head down, Sian broke into a quick march down the side of the cottage and out onto the main road. By the time anyone realised what she was doing, she would be halfway to the farm. 
She strode along the country road and began to climb the gentle hill that led to Solace Farm. She gazed up at the large sign of Jesus, his arms outstretched. It looked like he was looking down at her for a second. 
Then she heard a voice calling her. ‘Sian? Sian?’
It was Ruth. 
I’m not stopping for anyone, she thought. 
Pushing on, Sian increased the pace of her strides until she could hear Ruth running up behind her. 
‘Will you bloody stop!’ Ruth yelled at her. 
Sian stopped but she knew she wasn’t going back.
‘I’m going up there. Rachel Ryan is going to come out with the others. And none of those kids will end up as collateral damage,’ Sian said, trying to catch her breath. 
‘Don’t be bloody stupid! It’s too dangerous,’ Ruth said as she looked at her. She looked genuinely scared. 
For a moment, Sian wondered if she really was putting herself in too much danger. 
‘I’m a police officer. I’m not going inside the farm. But we need to see if Rachel will keep to her word. It’s worth the risk,’ Sian said. 
Ruth looked at her – not as her DI but as someone who cared deeply for her. ‘I don’t want anything to happen to you.’
‘Come on. I’ll be five minutes. First sign of anything and I’ll do a runner,’ Sian said with a smile. She wanted to reassure Ruth everything was going to be fine. 
‘Drake is going to go mad.’ 
‘He won’t go mad if they all come out quietly,’ Sian said. 
‘I’m not going to stop you, am I?’ Ruth said, moving a little closer. 
‘Not unless you arrest me, you twat,’ Sian said with a grin.
‘Have you got your radio?’ 
‘Yes, boss,’ Sian said, patting her pocket.
Ruth pointed back at the cottage. ‘Well Dan will be watching you from up there. And we’ve got two snipers in position now so that makes me feel better.’
‘That makes me more nervous,’ Sian said. The idea of having guns trained on her every move made her feel jittery.   
‘Just be careful ... or I’ll be the one that kills you,’ Ruth joked. 
They looked at each other.
‘I’ll see you in a bit, eh?’ Sian said as she turned and continued to walk. 
‘Yeah. I’ll be waiting for you.’ 
‘And you can make me dinner later, all right?’ Sian said. 
‘You’re on.’ 
‘Maybe I should bring some of my stuff back over?’
‘Maybe you should,’ Ruth said with a beaming smile. ‘You mean more than your toothbrush and a pair of knickers?’
Sian laughed. ‘Yes. I’ll see you in a bit okay? And don’t worry.’
Ruth nodded. ‘Just don’t do anything stupid, eh?’
They looked at each other for a moment and then Sian turned and continued to walk up the hill. As the wind picked up, she looked skyward, noticing that the helicopter had now gone. Instead, the sky seemed to darken suddenly, casting a canopy of black which masked the winter sun. 
She marched on. The wind swirled again and a large steel gate rattled as if it was desperate to open. Arriving at the yard, Sian got her breath back as she scoured the farmhouse. There didn’t seem to be anyone around. The quiet and stillness was unnerving.
She felt the first patter of raindrops on the back of her hand. 
‘I knew you’d come,’ said a voice from behind her field of vision. 
It startled her for a second. 
It was Rachel.
‘I’m really hoping that you’re a woman of your word, Rachel,’ Sian said. 
‘I am. I meant what I said.’ Rachel’s green eyes twinkled with a smile. 
Why is she so happy? She’s about to be arrested. 
‘I do need you to come with me,’ Sian said, as if talking to a child. 
‘I know that, Sian. I know why you were brought to me. And so do you. It’s God’s will,’ Rachel said with a shrug and a beaming smile.
Oh bloody hell, she really is quite bonkers. 
The rain started to fall heavily, pattering on the yard and the potholes that were already filled with muddy water. 
‘I’m going to need the others too. The ones that fired at us,’ Sian said. 
Rachel nodded and gestured inside the farmhouse. ‘They’re all in here. Come on or you’ll get soaked.’
Sian shook her head. ‘No, it’s all right thanks. I’ll stay out here.’
Rachel shrugged nonchalantly. ‘Okay. No problem. We’ll be out in about five minutes. I promise.’
The rainfall seemed to change gear, its intensity growing rapidly. 
As Rachel got to the door, Sian heard a voice yell, ‘Mummy!’
Abel appeared out of nowhere and grabbed Rachel’s leg for a moment. 
‘Hello darling,’ Rachel said to him. 
Abel looked out of the doorway and frowned at Sian. 
‘Hello, Abel?’ Sian said with a little wave. 
‘You remember our friend Sian, don’t you?’ Rachel asked him. 
Abel nodded. ‘Why’s she standing in the rain, Mummy. She’ll get wet.’
‘I don’t know. Why don’t you ask her?’ Rachel said, smiling. 
‘Why are you standing in the rain?’ Abel asked. 
Sian shrugged. ‘Erm ... it’s difficult to explain.’
‘Why don’t you come inside or you’ll get very wet,’ Abel said.
‘No, it’s okay. But thank you, Abel.’ 
‘She’s being silly, isn’t she?’ Abel said to Rachel.
‘Okay. Just for five minutes then,’ Sian said, thinking that getting out of the rain for a few moments wasn’t the worst idea.
Taking a long stride over a puddle, Sian got to the front door. Rachel and Abel ushered her inside and the door closed behind her. 
It was darker than Sian had remembered. 
She heard a noise directly behind her. A shuffle.
WHACK!
Darkness.



CHAPTER 24

Glancing at her watch, Ruth could see that Sian had been gone for over ten minutes with no contact. Something in her gut told her to be worried. 
Ruth clicked her radio. ‘Seven-zero, seven-zero. Three-six. Over.’
There was an uneasy silence as she waited for some response from Sian. 
‘Seven-zero, seven-zero. This is three-six. Over.’ Ruth repeated. 
There was nothing.
Ruth looked up the hill towards the farm. 
What the hell is happening up there?
Feeling her pulse start to quicken, Ruth knew she needed to do something. 
Her radio crackled, ‘Three-six, three-six. This is Oscar Beta. Over.’ 
‘Three-six. Receiving. Over.’
‘Oscar Beta. I have lost visual on seven-zero. Over.’
Ruth responded. ‘Three-six. Received. Out.’ 
Shit! That is not good. 
It was French, and for some reason Sian had moved out of the sight of the observation point in the cottage. Feeling her stomach tense, Ruth took a breath.   
Talk to the snipers. What have they seen?
‘Alpha Foxtrot One, Alpha Foxtrot One. This is three-six. Over.’
As she waited for a response, Ruth felt her pulse quicken. She needed to know that Sian could be seen.
‘Alpha Foxtrot One. Receiving. Over.’
‘Three-six. Can you confirm visual on seven-zero? Over.’ Ruth said. There were a few seconds of silence. 
‘Alpha Foxtrot One to three-six. That’s a negative. Seven-zero has entered the target building. Over.’ the sniper replied. 
Ruth’s stomach did a somersault. Oh my God. What do you mean she’s gone into the building?
‘Three-six to Alpha Foxtrot One. Repeat. Over.’ Ruth said, hoping she had misheard. 
‘Alpha Foxtrot One. Repeating. Seven-zero entered the target location two minutes ago. Over.’
‘Three-six. Received. Out.’ 
What the bloody hell is Sian doing?
Ruth flicked her ciggie away and went inside with her head whirring anxiously.
I’ve got a horrible feeling about this. 
Drake was sitting in a makeshift incident room on the ground floor. He had already flagged up his concerns about Sian contacting Rachel Ryan. 
He looked up at her as she walked in. ‘What’s happened?’
‘She’s gone inside,’ Ruth said. 
‘What? You’re sure?’ Drake asked. 
‘Sniper confirmed that she’s gone inside the building.’  
‘Why? I thought you’d made it clear to stay outside and keep herself safe?’ Drake growled. 
‘I did, sir. I made that very clear,’ Ruth said, now feeling sick with worry. 
‘How am I going to explain to the Chief Constable how we now have an unarmed officer somewhere in the farm but we don’t know where?’ Drake said shaking his head. It was rare for him to show any signs that he was rattled. ‘What the hell was she thinking?’
Although Ruth was agitated, she also felt protective towards Sian. 
‘She was desperate to get the children out of there safely. And we don’t know that she’s not negotiating that right now. If we can get the kids out of there, and Rachel Ryan and the others into custody without another shot being fired, then that will be a brilliant result.’
‘I respect your optimism. And your faith in Sian. But if they decide to take her hostage, that gives them a huge amount of bargaining power. It puts us at a massive disadvantage. Plus the top brass and the media will want to know how we allowed it to happen,’ Drake said. 
Ruth nodded. She knew he had a good point but at that moment they didn’t know the state of play at Solace Farm. Everything they were talking about was supposition.
Ruth heard the phone ringing – it was someone from Solace Farm making contact. Weighing it up in her mind, she realised that this wasn’t a good thing. Sian had made no contact for nearly fifteen minutes. And now someone from the farm was ringing. 
Striding towards it with growing apprehension, Ruth picked up the phone. ‘DI Ruth Hunter.’
There were a couple of seconds of silence. 
‘DI Hunter, it’s Rachel Ryan here,’ said the familiar voice. 
How do I play this? Do I ask about Sian immediately? Do I keep it very vague?
‘Hi Rachel. Everything okay up there?’ Ruth asked, trying to keep things upbeat. 
‘Yes, everything is going very well. We’ve had a visitor,’ Rachel replied. 
‘Yes, I know ... I think you promised Sian that if she came to see you on her own, you and the others would surrender yourselves peacefully. That’s right, isn’t it?’ Ruth said gently. 
There were a few seconds of silence. Ruth wondered if the line had gone dead. 
‘I think we got our wires crossed actually. I’m very fond of Sian. I think she and I have a special connection. And if I’m to save her, then she must stay with us up here,’ Rachel said. 
Her words sent a shiver through Ruth, and then she felt herself getting angry. 
‘Rachel, you do understand that Sian is a police officer? If you decide to hold her against her will, then you are putting yourself, and everyone else at the farm, in a very dangerous situation,’ Ruth said, trying to hide her fury.
‘It’s started, Ruth. If only you could see that. And I’m afraid that Sian isn’t coming back. She’s staying here with us.’

AS SHE CAME TO, SIAN could feel her arms and shoulders in an unnatural position. It was uncomfortable. She tried to come out of the sleep that she had fallen into.
Did I fall asleep? Am I in some kind of armchair? Did I nod off in front of the television? Where the hell am I?
Someone kissed her eyelid gently. She knew exactly who it was. Ruth was the only person who woke her up by kissing her eyelids and lashes. It was such a lovely way to come into the day. 
Blinking a little, Sian squinted and made out a face in front of her. It was Ruth. 
‘What am I doing here?’ Sian groaned. She realised that the back of her head throbbed. Then she remembered she had been hit from behind and lost consciousness. 
‘Don’t worry about that. I’m here to rescue you,’ Ruth said as she untied her hands. 
‘Where the bloody hell are we?’ Sian asked as she glanced around and tried to focus. It looked like they were in an old-fashioned pub. The décor was all browns and yellows with a worn, red patterned carpet. Framed black and white photos hung on the walls. People were sitting at tables, smoking and drinking. She could smell the beer and cigarettes and it took her back to her childhood when she sat in pubs with her parents.  
‘How did I get in here?’ Sian asked, starting to feel anxious that she couldn’t remember what had happened to her. 
‘Will you come on, you bell-end!’ Ruth said with a cheeky grin as she took her hand. 
Someone was waiting for them by the door. A small blonde woman who gripped the brass handle of the main door and pulled it open. 
Ruth roared with laughter. ‘Sarah’s here. She’s come to help me rescue you!’
The blonde woman turned and Sian realised she was standing directly in front of Sarah. 
Oh my God! How is this happening? I thought she was missing.
Walking out of the pub door, Sian could feel the cool air of the street outside on her face. As she turned, she realised she was on her own. 
‘Sian? Sian?’ a woman’s voice repeated.
Screwing her eyes shut and then opening them, Sian saw a woman’s face coming into focus. She recognised the silver hair and the emerald eyes. 
Rachel Ryan.
And then everything came pouring back into her memory. 
As her vision sharpened, Sian saw that she was tied to a chair in what looked like an office. The realisation that her bulletproof jacket had been removed, and with it the police radio in its inside pocket, filled her with unease.   
‘What did you hit me for?’ she asked as she felt a sharp twinge of pain at the base of her skull. 
‘I didn’t think you would stay here voluntarily,’ Rachel said softly. ‘Would you?’
‘No, of course not. You told me you would come with me,’ Sian said, sounding a little child-like. 
Rachel smiled and shook her head in a condescending way. ‘I can’t do that. Don’t you understand? It’s started, Sian. And as God predicted, the lines of battle have been drawn.’ 
‘What does that mean? How is this going to end, Rachel?’ Sian snapped.  
‘You have a badge for your police force? For North Wales Police?’ Rachel asked. 
What the hell is she talking about now?
‘The North Wales Police badge?’ Sian said, now totally lost. 
‘What is at the top of that badge?’ Rachel asked with an almost excited tone. 
Sian thought for a moment. ‘There is a crown at the top of the badge. I think it’s at the top of every police badge?’
‘Exactly. And Revelations tells us that as earth’s history starts to end, and we prepare ourselves for the Second Coming, the forces of evil will be represented by kings. But these kings are false and their authority is corrupt,’ Rachel said. 
This is completely bonkers!
Sian shook her head as she got frustrated. ‘The North Wales Police force are in fact false kings working for the devil? Does that sound very likely, Rachel?’
‘You might mock me. But Revelations predicts that these kings will come from the east and will “... wage a war against the Lamb of God”,’ Rachel said raising her eyebrow. 
‘Which is you and everyone at Solace Farm?’ Sian asked. 
‘Of course! None of this is coincidence, Sian,’ Rachel answered with another broad smile.
Oh God! There is just no reasoning with this woman! 
‘It still doesn’t explain how this whole situation will be resolved. You are surrounded by armed police. You have a police officer as a hostage. How do you think this is all going to end?’ 
Rachel snorted as if Sian were a child who didn’t understand something extraordinarily simple. ‘It ends with a final battle. Our Lord Jesus will not appear until the forces of good and evil are locked in a mortal battle. And as the instruments of evil perish, they will live for eternity in a fiery hell. That is what your friends down the road have in store for them. As we, the chosen few of the Lord’s flock, perish, we will be granted eternal life and taken away to our salvation.’ Rachel looked at Sian directly in the eyes and then smiled. ‘You know what’s amazing, Sian? You’re coming with us on our journey.’



CHAPTER 25


THE SURVEILLANCE COTTAGE at the end of the road was now a hive of activity. Ruth sipped the last of her coffee as another armed response vehicle arrived – she had counted six. That meant close to forty AROs were now on site. Most of the firearms officers were in their vehicles or sitting on some fallen trees about two hundred yards away. 
Ruth saw Drake approaching. ‘We’ve had a phone call from Whitehall. The Home Secretary is now monitoring the situation.’
‘Whatever that actually means,’ Ruth grumbled, as she looked up the road towards Solace Farm and wondered what had happened to Sian. What was she going through? 
‘We’ll get her back, Ruth. Don’t worry,’ Drake said with a nod. 
‘The problem is boss, I don’t know what they want. We’re dealing with religious crackpots who believe that the Second Coming of Jesus is about to happen, and that they’re going to magically whizz off to heaven with him. How the hell do you negotiate with someone like that?’ Ruth asked. 
‘They must want something. Otherwise why take Sian hostage?’ Drake said, thinking out loud. 
‘I’ve got a horrible feeling that Rachel Ryan thinks she is going to save Sian,’ Ruth said. 
‘If we can’t negotiate with them, then we only have one option,’ Drake said grimly as he looked over to the AROs. 
Ruth knew that sending in armed officers might be the only solution to getting Sian back. However, she also knew that would put Sian in a huge amount of danger. In addition, there were a significant number of children at the farm. It didn’t bear thinking about. 
From inside the cottage the phone began to ring. 
Drake shot Ruth a look and she turned and ran inside. Thundering into the makeshift incident room, she headed for the phone. 
‘Let me answer it!’ Ruth yelled as she snatched the phone frantically. ‘DI Hunter.’ 
‘Hello again Ruth,’ Rachel said. 
Ruth took a moment to compose herself. 
‘I need to talk to you about how we can resolve this situation peacefully,’ Ruth said. 
‘There is only one way that this can end, Ruth. If you knew your Bible a little better, you’d be able to tell me what it says in Revelations. But I expect you weren’t paying attention in class. Have you seen the film Joan of Arc?’ Rachel asked. 
The question threw Ruth off guard for a second – What the hell is she asking me about that for?
‘Erm, I don’t think I have,’ Ruth said. 
‘You should. It’s a hell of a film. The original with Ingrid Bergman. What a beautiful woman she was. Swedish, I believe ... and you know what happens in that film?’ Rachel asked. 
Ruth wracked her brains but she couldn’t remember much about Joan of Arc except she was French and some kind of martyr.
‘I don’t,’ Ruth said. 
‘Joan of Arc was a young girl. She had a vision and a prophecy to drive the English from her land. When the French King heard of her divine message, he put her at the head of his army. A Christian army. Under her inspirational leadership, the army began to win incredible victories against all the odds. However, she was captured by the English and charged with heresy. Her claims to have spoken to God were seen as evil. She was found guilty and burnt to death as she clung onto a crucifix, but you know what the irony of all this was?’ Rachel asked. 
Ruth waited for a second. She wasn’t sure if Rachel was actually waiting for her to answer. ‘Erm, no, I don’t.’
‘Hundreds of years later, they realised she had been telling the truth. She had spoken to God. They even made her a Saint. They had judged her and they were wrong.’ 
Ruth assumed that Rachel’s rendering of the story of Joan of Arc was somehow as a parallel to her own life. Ruth didn’t like to point out that she had now remembered that some thought Joan of Arc was an insane narcissist. 
‘I’ll remember to go watch the film,’ Ruth said dryly. ‘How are you doing for food and water in there?’ 
There was a moment of silence.
‘We have enough,’ Rachel said. ‘You forget that we’ve been preparing for this moment for years, Ruth.’ 
‘Okay, well you need to let me know if you need anything in there. Especially if it’s for the children.’ 
‘I’m surprised you haven’t asked me to release the children from the farm yet,’ Rachel said. 
It had certainly been one of the requests that Ruth would have made if she and Rachel had begun to negotiate. However, she wasn’t sure why Rachel was now flagging this up. 
‘I didn’t know that was a possibility,’ Ruth said trying to tread carefully. ‘What made you say that?’ She was trying to buy time to work out what Rachel’s agenda was.  
‘I think that releasing some of the younger children might be a good idea. We have two boys with asthma. I’d like you to look after them for me,’ Rachel said. 
Although Ruth felt lifted by this breakthrough, it had happened too easily for her liking. Something didn’t feel right about how effortlessly Rachel had agreed to some children coming out with nothing in return. That’s not how these things worked.
‘Yes, of course. I could send some officers up there in about an hour?’ Ruth suggested. 
‘An hour. That sounds good. And I don’t need to remind you that if you try anything, we have your friend Sian here,’ Rachel said. 
Ruth was more than aware of that. 

TWENTY MINUTES LATER, Rachel went striding into the dining room. The television was showing the BBC Breakfast news and the Solace Farm siege was now a main feature. 
Looking over at the screen, she could see that the cameras were showing live footage of the farm, with a red Breaking News banner beneath. The pieces of her plan were falling together perfectly. 
She beckoned Simon over. ‘I need you to dig out one of our mobile phones and contact the BBC News. Tell one of the producers that you are calling directly from Solace Farm, and that in forty-five minutes I will speak to them live if they have any questions.’
Simon nodded and scuttled away. 
‘Can we turn that down please?’ Rachel said in a loud voice. 
As the volume of the television subsided, she looked out at the members of The Family with growing warmth and pride. It was coming, and they were going to be at the epicentre of the greatest event in world history in two thousand years. The enormity of what they were doing both frightened and excited her. 
‘Over these past few years, I know that you have looked to me to be your leader. To pass on the message of God that he has ordained be passed to me as one of his prophets. It is not something that I have ever taken lightly. It is an honour and a holy blessing.’ She waited for a moment. ‘And God has instructed me that we must protect ourselves while we wait for his only son to be bestowed upon us. Which he will be any time now.’
Rachel walked powerfully across the room and pointed out of the window. ‘But early this morning, God came to me. He told me that the armies from the east are coming for us. They will be here soon. So I want us to gather our weapons, and when these agents of the devil arrive to challenge the Lord, we must fight them. We must fire upon those who would try to destroy us, and our beloved Lord. I looked at the Bible as I prayed this morning and you know what I read? ‘You shall not fear them for no weapon that is fashioned against you shall succeed. For the Lord your God is he who goes with you to fight against your enemies. To give you victory.’ 

RUTH WAS SITTING IN the back of an ARV as it drove slowly away from the cottage and up the road to Solace Farm. Inside the vehicle were four heavily-armed AROs in full combat equipment – they weren’t going to take any risks after last time. 
As the BMW hit potholes and began to bounce, Ruth reached up and held on to the leather strap that hung from the car roof to keep her balance. The Kevlar bulletproof vest felt heavy and restrictive, and it dug painfully into her armpits. She thought of all the uncomfortable hours she had worn one of these bloody vests and how it had never received as much as a scratch! 
Even at my age, there can always be a first time, she thought.
The inside of the ARV was silent except for the crackle and a voice on the radio. 
The vehicle smelled of gun oil, male sweat, and coffee.
Ruth could feel the adrenaline surging through her body. It was making her feel both agitated and highly alert.
Looking over at the ARO next to her, she got a waft of his chewing gum as he stared at the floor, readying himself for the operation. 
She looked back to the road behind. 
Two more ARV BMWs were following with just an armed driver in each. They were there to ferry the children away. Ruth had arranged for two local doctors to be available to check their health. Social Services were also on their way and would be responsible for the children’s care within the local authority until the siege was over. At the moment, Ruth had no idea whether that would be hours, days, or weeks. 
The driver spoke into the radio. ‘Gold Command, Gold Command. Sierra Oscar five. Over.’
‘Gold Command to Sierra Oscar five. Go ahead. Over.’ Drake acknowledged.
‘Sierra Oscar five. We have arrived at the target destination. Out.’ replied the driver. Ruth unclipped her seatbelt and then opened the door. 
Getting out slowly, she gazed up at the farmhouse. A few of the windows on the first floor were slightly ajar but there seemed to be no one around. 
Again, there were no inquisitive faces as there had been on her first visit.
Where is everyone? Why aren’t they showing themselves? 
It wasn’t what she wanted. She had hoped that as soon as they arrived there would be some sign that the children from the farm would be allowed to leave. Some sign of movement. 
The trees to the right shook gently in the wind and then stopped as if they had registered her presence. 
She heard the faint sound of a tractor in the distance. 
This is all too reminiscent of our last visit here, Ruth thought. 
Then another gentle whoosh as the wind picked up again, and fallen leaves swirled and danced around the yard. 
Glancing to her right, she saw the four AROs fan out as they moved forward cautiously in a crouching position. The grit and stones crunched under their boots. They weren’t going any further until everything was secure. 
Ruth knew that the sight of armed officers would scare the children, but after their last visit to Solace Farm they couldn’t take any chances. 
There was a glint of light as one of the windows opened fully. 
Someone was watching them from inside. 
What the bloody hell are they playing at?
Ruth felt her pulse quicken as she approached the front door. 
It’s too quiet, she thought. 
She knocked three times on the wooden door.
Nothing.  
Come on. Come on.
Moving back, she peered into a downstairs window. 
Nothing but an empty room. 
Not a single movement to indicate anyone was coming. 
She knocked again and waited. 
Taking a breath to calm her nerves, she glanced back at the AROs who had stopped about twenty yards away. One of them shook his head to indicate he hadn’t seen anything either. 
Ruth clicked her radio as she took a few steps away from the farmhouse and looked up at the first floor again. 
‘Gold Command, Gold Command from three-six. Over.’
‘Gold Command. Receiving. Over.’
‘Three-six. I’m at the target location but there is no response. Over.’
‘Gold Command. Received. Proceed with caution —’
BANG!
Before she could react, something punched into her chest and knocked her to the ground.
Looking up at the sky, Ruth tried to suck in breath. She’d been bloody shot. The bullet had hit her Kevlar vest and winded her.
Get up! Get up! You’re a sitting bloody duck!
She was still gasping. Jesus, I’m suffocating!
CRACK! CRACK! BANG!
The air above her exploded like a deafening fireworks display. 
Shouting, glass breaking, a scream.
What the hell are they doing? Why are they shooting at us?
At last she gulped a lungful of air. Thank God!
Suddenly a pair of hands lifted her up by the bulletproof jacket.
‘It’s all right, ma’am, I’ve got you!’ shouted an ARO. 
The sound of gunfire was ear-splitting. 
Ruth felt her heels drag on the ground. 
The ARO pulled her away from the farmhouse to safety behind an ARV.
‘Gold Command from three-six. Code Zero! Code Zero! Officers under fire!’ Ruth tried to yell into her radio. 
The air was full of deafening noise and the smell of cordite. 
The ARO opened the back door of the BMW. ‘Ma’am, we need to get out of here. We’re outnumbered.’
Ruth nodded. 
He pushed her into the back of the car. 
The side window exploded, covering them in glass. 
‘Let’s go!’ Ruth yelled.
All three ARVs lurched away and out of the yard at speed.  



CHAPTER 26

Sian winced again at the gunfire from the farmhouse and outside. The window that was only two feet away from her had been shattered by a bullet about thirty seconds earlier. Pieces of glass littered the floor beneath. 
Tied to a chair, Sian knew she was very vulnerable. She had tried in vain to rock over the chair so she could get on to the floor. Another bullet hit the window frame with a deafening thud. 
What the hell is going on? I’m going to get bloody shot sitting here. 
It didn’t make any sense. She couldn’t see anything from the window of the makeshift office. They wouldn’t be mounting an armed assault on the farm, would they?  North Wales Police wouldn’t send in armed officers with children and an officer on the premises.
Glancing towards the window, Sian saw something glint in the light. A large shard of broken glass the size of a kitchen knife. It was lying just inside the window frame. 
That will do nicely. 
Jerking her hips to the right, she managed to shuffle the chair towards it. It was slow progress, gaining only half an inch at a time.
She stopped for a moment.
An eerie silence filled the air. An absence of noise. 
The gunfire has stopped, she thought.
Why? She had no idea, but she didn’t have time to think. Her mind was solely focused on getting that shard of glass, cutting the ropes that tied her, and making some kind of escape.
Sian finally reached the window. With a final few jolts of her hips, she manoeuvred the chair so that her back was facing the windowsill. Stretching her fingers behind her, she managed to grasp the glass. It cut into the palm of her hand. She didn’t care – it was the least of her worries.  She slowly inched the chair away from the window until she was near her original position.
As she manipulated the glass with her fingers, she could now hold it like a knife. Moving it up and down, she felt the sharp edge cutting into the rope. 
Bloody hell! This might actually work. I thought it was just in films. 
Suddenly the doors burst open. 
Two men thundered in carrying a woman. Her floral dress was saturated with blood. She had been shot and was whimpering like a wounded animal. 
They laid her on a long desk and began to press towels against her gunshot wound. Even in her limited experience, Sian could see that it didn’t look good. 
The blood was flowing out of a hole in the woman’s stomach and dripping noisily onto the wooden floor. 
A moment later, Rachel strode in. She looked over at Sian suspiciously. 
‘Going somewhere?’ Rachel asked, indicating that the chair had moved from its original position. 
‘Just trying to dodge bullets. Which is difficult when you’re like this,’ Sian snarled back at her. 
Please don’t let that bitch see the glass. 
Rachel went over to the woman and looked down at the wound. ‘How bad is it?’ She asked as she took her hand. 
‘Don’t let me die, Rachel,’ the woman whispered. She was terrified.
The men continued to try to apply pressure to the wound with towels. Sian could see they were fighting a losing battle. 
Rachel took two steps backwards, put her hands together and bowed her head. ‘You have given us a sign that the Kingdom of Heaven is coming once again, Oh Lord. Please look upon Eve here today and her actions in defending your name. Her sacrifice makes her worthy of joining us all in the Kingdom of Heaven on that anointed day.’ 
Sian was aware that her fingers were becoming numb from the rope. She was scared that she might drop the glass unless she could free herself soon. 
One of the men felt Eve’s neck for signs of a pulse. He then looked over at Rachel and shook his head. ‘She’s gone.’ 
Rachel nodded. ‘We must find a place to bury her. But not where the others are buried. She deserves more than that.’
What others? Sian thought. 



CHAPTER 27

Ruth sipped at her sweet tea as she sat in the kitchen of the cottage. She was still feeling shaken from being shot. A female doctor pushed and tapped at her chest while listening with a stethoscope. 
‘Thankfully, I don’t think there’s any lasting damage, but you’re going to have a whopping bruise there for a while,’ she declared with a kind smile. 
‘Thank you,’ Ruth said as the doctor moved away.
Looking down, she wiped off another tiny piece of glass from her trousers. No harm done, but what about Sian? Had they hurt her? How were they going to get her out of there in one piece? Why had she put herself in that position? 
The ambush was a clear sign that the occupants of Solace Farm had no intention of leaving, or letting anyone from The Family leave either. With so many weapons, it was going to be very difficult and dangerous to take the farm using force. There had already been rumblings of bringing in an SAS unit who were experts in taking and securing locations. However, Ruth worried that both Sian and the children would be in the middle of such an operation. 
Nick came in and looked at her. ‘Boss, you need to come and see this.’
Ruth got up and followed him out, through the downstairs to the living room where a television was permanently on the BBC News 24 channel. 
‘What’s going on?’ Ruth asked, but she could see that Drake and several others were watching and listening intently. 
A newscaster looked into the camera. ‘To update anyone who is just joining us, we are bringing you live pictures from the siege at Solace Farm in Snowdonia, North Wales, where we believe there was a gun battle between armed police and the occupants about twenty minutes ago. As of yet we have no news of any casualties. We are now going over live to one of the occupants of Solace Farm, Rachel Ryan. Rachel, I understand that you are calling us from inside the farm. Can you tell us what has happened up there this morning?
‘Hello. All I know is that about half an hour ago, armed police attacked us at the farm. We had no warning that they were coming. We have women and children in here. We did eventually have to defend ourselves with the firearms that we’ve got but we didn’t have a choice.’
‘Okay, thank you. So you’re confirming that you had no warning from North Wales Police that they were coming, or any requests for you to leave the farm peacefully first? Is that correct?’ the newscaster asked. 
‘Yes that is correct. They just opened fire on us,’ Rachel replied. 
Ruth shot Drake and Nick a thunderous look. Now she knew exactly why Rachel had tricked them into going to the farm earlier and then ambushed them. It was a blatant attempt to manipulate the media against the police and portray those in Solace Farm as victims. 
‘Do you have any casualties at the farm, Rachel?’ the newscaster asked. 
‘Yes. My friend Eve died from a gunshot wound about five minutes ago. And we have prayed for her ...’ Rachel said. 
The newscaster looked visibly shocked by what she had said. ‘I’m terribly sorry to hear that, Rachel. And this was a gunshot from outside the farm, fired by a police officer?’
‘Yes. If I’m honest, I’m surprised that there weren’t more deaths here. The children are utterly terrified. All we wanted was to be left alone and now this has happened.’ 
Ruth shook her head as she looked over at Nick – this is not good. 

WITH THE OFFICE NOW clear, Sian was using every scrap of energy that she possessed to cut the ropes from her wrists and arms. It was agony. Her hands were covered in cuts where the sharp glass had slipped in her fingers, and there were stinging burns on her arms and wrists from where she had twisted against the rope. 
There was a noise from outside. Sian froze for a second and listened but she couldn’t risk stopping for long. 
There were voices from down the corridor. Children maybe. And then they were gone. She pulled at the ropes and felt them give a little. 
Come on! Come on!
The muscles in her fingers and hands ached. She was nearly there. Her mind flashed forward to what she was going to do when she got free. Escape? Or try to take down Rachel Ryan? Would the rest of the group surrender if their psychopathic leader was gone? 
Suddenly the ropes gave way. There was a blissful feeling of distance and freedom in her arms.
Bingo! Thank God! 
The rope fell away. Sian rubbed the skin and muscles on her wrists and massaged her fingers back to life. 
As she tried to stand, the muscles in her legs began to give way. She took a breath and regained her balance. She knew what she had to do - nullify Rachel Ryan as an overwhelming presence on the farm. Quite how she was going to do that, she wasn’t sure.
Reaching down to the chair, Sian took the sharp piece of glass that she had used to cut the rope. She wasn’t going out there unarmed. 
Pushing open the flimsy door to the office, she peered slowly out into the corridor. It was quiet and empty. She took a tentative step forward. The floorboard under her foot creaked loudly and she froze.
Bollocks!  
When she was certain that no one had heard her, she began to creep past some of the empty bedrooms in the female quarters. 
Looking left, she saw a bedroom with a bunk bed that clearly belonged to two girls. The walls had been painted a subtle shade of pink and adorned with crayon drawings. A few soft toys had been carefully positioned by the pillows on each of the beds. The room looked inviting and tidy. However, the white curtains were billowing in the wind because the window pane had been destroyed by bullets. On a small fluffy rug were shards of glass that hadn’t been cleared up since the gun battle. 
These girls deserve better than this, Sian thought. 
Where the hell will I find Rachel? The chapel? Sian thought angrily. It was time to put a stop to all this madness and let these children have a chance at a decent and relatively normal life. She was aware that when she had first visited she had seen the simplicity of life on the farm as appealing. However, things had taken a dark turn since then. 
Trying to get her bearings in the farmhouse, Sian knew that if she turned right she would come to the corridor that led down to the chapel.   
As she moved closer to the chapel, the corridor became darker and colder. The wind from outside blew, and the building’s structure creaked and groaned as it moved.
Up ahead, she saw a figure slumped against a wall. The man looked no more than twenty. He was holding a shotgun that dangled loosely by his side. As she got closer, she could see he looked scared and tired. 
With her head down she approached the man who had barely acknowledged her presence. He might even have assumed that she was just another member of The Family heading for the chapel. 
Checking in both directions, Sian could see that there was no one else around. She moved swiftly and reached the man, pushing the sharp glass against his neck before he realised what was happening. ‘Give me your fucking gun very slowly before I cut your throat,’ she whispered.
The man’s eyes widened as he nodded and handed her the shotgun without the slightest resistance. She actually felt sorry for him.
Pushing him down the corridor, she then shoved him into a small room that seemed to be a storage space of cleaning products, toilet rolls etc.
‘Get in here,’ she growled. 
Pushing him down onto the floor, Sian gave him her best ‘psycho’ stare. 
‘I’m going to be outside. If you make a noise or come out, I will blow your bloody head off. Understand?’ she snapped. 
The man nodded, as the colour drained from his face. 
Sian left, closing the door behind her and locking it with the rusty key that was already in the old-fashioned lock. 
Clicking open the shotgun, she checked that there was a cartridge in both barrels. Having accompanied her uncles and grandfather on various shoots as a teenager, she knew her way around a shotgun. In fact she used to tease Ruth that she had shot more guns than her, a London Met detective. 
The brass-plated steel bases indicated the shotgun was loaded. 
Right, let’s do this. 



CHAPTER 28

Ruth could see that Llancastell CID was quickly being edged out of the operation to bring an end to the Solace Farm siege. She didn’t resent this – an armed siege on this scale wasn’t something that any CID officer in the country would have dealt with before. And she had personal reasons for wanting the experts to be in charge now. She wanted Sian out of there alive. 
The national media coverage was reaching fever pitch and North Wales Police were taking a hammering in both the press and on social media. Drake had fielded calls from the Chief Constable who had now decided that he needed to be on site. 
The influx of tactical firearms officers, negotiators, and specialists from the British Army meant that the cottage and surrounding area now resembled a military camp.
Suddenly there was a thunderous noise from the sky. Ruth took a few steps outside to see where it was coming from, although within seconds she recognised the sound. 
A helicopter. 
As it hovered and then began to land in the field about two hundred yards away, Ruth could see that it wasn’t a police helicopter. It was a black Eurocopter Dauphin. As it touched down, throwing grass and leaves into the air, the rear doors opened. Within seconds, about eight men dressed head to toe in black protective equipment jumped out and ran to an area where they assembled. 
It was the Special Air Service, the SAS. They were the elite, special forces unit of the British Army.
Ruth noticed that the officers were all wearing breathing equipment. It made her shudder for a second. She knew that meant they were going to use CS gas, or something similar, to incapacitate the people at Solace Farm. The SAS had been using CS gas as a prelude to their operations as far back as their infamous assault on the Iranian Embassy in 1980. 
Ruth hated feeling this helpless. The operation was completely out of her hands and she wasn’t used to that. She shuddered to think of Sian being held against her will, while the farm filled with CS gas and SAS officers fought a gun battle with a fanatical Christian sect. It sounded so dangerous that it made her feel sick. 
There must be a way of getting to Rachel Ryan before this all kicks off, she thought. 
Nick came walking over. Ruth had told him to go to the hospital while they were waiting for the operation on Solace Farm to be organised. He looked pale, and clearly needed to sleep.
He looked over at the SAS officers and said dryly, ‘Who Dares Wins’. It was the well-known motto of the Special Air Service. 
‘I do not want Sian caught up in the middle of all that,’ Ruth admitted, still feeling scared. 
‘Neither do I.’ 
‘News on Amanda?’ Ruth asked. She knew he didn’t want to keep giving updates when there was nothing to say, but she couldn’t help but worry. 
‘Nope. More tests today – that’s all I know,’ Nick replied. 
‘She’s going to be fine, you realise that?’ Ruth said. 
Nick gestured to the file in his hand. ‘I might have something but I’m not sure it’s any use.’
‘Christ, I’ll take anything at the moment.’ 
He opened the file and looked at Ruth. ‘Rachel Ryan was one of the first victims to speak out about abuse at the hands of nuns in southern Ireland. She was only thirteen when she alerted a social worker to what was happening. She was then a key witness in the prosecution of seven local men for her rape and sexual abuse. When the trial collapsed, the local orphanage was burnt down in an arson attack. Although Rachel was suspected of being involved, the local police had no evidence.’
Ruth shook her head and said sadly, ‘Sounds like she was damaged from an early age. How does anyone survive something like that?’ 

HAVING ESTABLISHED that Rachel wasn’t in the chapel, Sian had made her way to the main dining room. Keeping her head down, and staying within the shadowy corridors, she had managed to avoid detection so far. What she needed to do now was find Rachel before the might of the police, and even the army, bore down on Solace Farm. 
She crept slowly through the room. A clattering noise came from behind double doors that she assumed led into the kitchen. The dining room tables and benches were set out in rows and Sian thought it was like being back in her school cafeteria. In the far corner was a large door that looked like it led to some kind of huge freezer or fridge.  
The walls were adorned with religious images and slogans. One of them proclaimed in block letters KNOW JESUS, KNOW PEACE. 
Bloody hell! The irony of that! she thought. 
Suddenly the doors to the kitchen opened. Sian dropped down to the floor and quickly crawled under a table. She put the shotgun down for a moment – it had started to feel heavy, and the length of its barrel made it cumbersome.  
All she could see now were the legs of two people who then turned and went back through the double doors. She had no idea what they were doing. 
Time to move!
Springing up with the gun back in hand, and keeping a watchful eye on the kitchen doors, she slowly edged her way backwards and headed for the glass doors that led outside.  Reaching behind her as she went, she eventually felt the glass on her hand. She turned quickly, opened the doors, and went outside. 
There was a blast of cold on her face. 
The farmyard was deserted. 
Moving right, she stopped with her back to the wall and took a few moments to decide what her next move was going to be. 
There was part of her that knew she could just turn and escape.
A figure appeared near an outbuilding at the far end of the farm – and then disappeared again. 
It was Rachel. She was carrying something heavy. 
What the hell is she doing?
Sian began to edge along the wall, closer towards where she had seen Rachel, who then appeared again from behind the building. She was only about fifty yards away. Sian flattened herself against the wall as much as she could to avoid being seen. 
She watched as Rachel tossed a container to one side and marched over to a long line of dark green metal jerry cans, commonly used for storing liquids.
Sian picked up the unmistakable smell of petrol in the air ... and realisation dawned.
Oh God! She’s spreading petrol around the farm!
Using both hands, Rachel heaved up another can and went back to where she had been pouring the petrol.
Why the hell is she going to torch the place? Sian wondered. The sickening memory of the Waco siege came into her mind. Was this about to turn into another terrible religious sacrifice or mass suicide?
She had to stop Rachel right now. From the look of it, she was unarmed. She would confront Rachel and take her from the farm before any more harm could be done. If she resisted, then Sian would have to shoot to injure her – there was no choice. 
Her stomach clenched with nerves. 
Taking a deep breath, she pulled the shotgun up to chest level and took a few steps towards the building. 
Come on, Sian. You can do this. You have to save all the children that are in there. 
Suddenly, Sian saw a small figure running towards Rachel. It was Abel. 
Shit! Please go back inside, Abel. 
‘Mummy, Mummy! What are you doing?’ he shouted innocently.
Rachel crouched down and looked at him. ‘I’m just doing some work out here, darling. I need you to go back inside for me please.’
‘Are those bad men coming back again?’ he asked her.
Sian started to back away. Her heart was pounding. 
This is not good.  
‘No, no. They’ve gone now. Just go back inside and I’ll see you in a bit, okay?’ Rachel said gently. 
Abel nodded, but as he looked around he did a double take. 
He had spotted Sian – it was too late to move. 
Shit! Now what do I do? 
Sian gave him a friendly smile, hoping that he would smile and trot back inside.
Instead, Abel looked at his mother. ‘Mummy, look! It’s our friend Sian who lives down there.’
Sian had already begun to make her move, striding towards Rachel with the shotgun pointing at her. 
‘Rachel, I need you to come with me,’ she said. 
Rachel smiled as she walked over to the jerry cans. ‘Sorry, but I’m not going anywhere, Sian. I think you know that.’
Sian put her finger on the cold metal of the shotgun’s trigger. ‘I’m taking you from this farm right now!’ she growled.
Rachel turned, faced her, and shook her head. ‘I have God’s work to do. I’m not going to leave here.’
‘Why are you pointing a gun at my mummy?’ Abel asked, looking terrified. 
‘I think you should go inside like a good boy, Abel,’ Sian said, wondering how this was going to play out. 
‘Rachel, I’m taking you from this farm, even if I have to use force.’ Sian jerked the shotgun slightly to indicate what she meant. 
‘You’re going to shoot me in front of my son, are you?’ Rachel snorted. ‘I don’t think so.’
What am I going to do now? Shoot her in the leg in front of Abel, drag her from the farm, and wait for help? She could bleed to death. And the gunshot will alert the others and they’ll come after me.
Suddenly, Rachel reached behind a jerry can, pulled out an old-fashioned revolver and aimed it directly at Sian’s head. 
With her heart thumping fast, Sian didn’t know what to do now. 
‘What, and you’re going to shoot me in cold blood in front of your son?’ Sian said. 
Rachel turned to Abel. ‘You remember the very bad men who came to hurt us earlier?’ 
Abel nodded. ‘Yes.’
‘I’m afraid that Sian is like those men. She’s come to hurt all of us.’ Rachel looked mistrustfully at Sian, shrugged, and fired the revolver. 
CRACK!
Sian flinched as she felt the bullet zip past her left ear. It must have only missed her by an inch. 
Turning fast, she began to sprint for cover. She wasn’t going to return fire with Abel standing next to his mother. 
CRACK!
Another bullet missed and went hammering into the wall beside her. 
Darting around the side of the building, Sian raced for the nearest door, opened it, and ran inside. 



CHAPTER 29

Having lost Sian ten minutes earlier, Rachel was now inside the farmhouse alerting everyone to the fact that they now had a CID officer loose somewhere on Solace Farm. 
However, nothing was going to dampen Rachel’s spirits. Not even an escaped police officer. Sian was nothing in the grand scheme of this day.  
Today is the day. I can feel it in my gut. 
Everything was in place. The final battle between good and evil, here in this beautiful Snowdonia valley. There was a reason why everyone referred to this part of the world as “God’s Own Country”. And there was a reason why Rachel had felt drawn to this place. It was going to be the site of both Armageddon and Christ’s triumphant return. The Bible had foretold it. She knew the passages by heart. 
A passage from Thessalonians told how the Second Coming would only happen when ‘... the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven in a blazing fire with his powerful angels. He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel of Our Lord Jesus.’
The final battle, the engulfing fire - and then she would meet her saviour at last. It gave her such joy just to think about that moment. 
Rachel spotted Simon walking up the corridor. ‘Have you found her yet?’ she snapped at him, but she wasn’t going to let him spoil her mood. 
‘Not yet, Rachel,’ he said breathlessly. 
‘I want her found. Until then, I still have my work to do,’ Rachel said, aware that she needed to get back to preparing the farm for His coming. 
As they neared her office, the phone began to ring. 
‘Don’t answer it,’ Simon said as he and Rachel went into the office.
‘Don’t be absurd,’ Rachel said dismissively as she snatched up the phone. She had plenty to say to whoever was ringing. It was probably that bitch DI Hunter. 
‘Hello, is that Rachel?’ asked a voice. 
‘DI Hunter, I knew it would be you,’ Rachel sneered. 
‘I thought we had an understanding about the children? What happened?’ Ruth asked. 
‘Don’t worry. Today you’re going to see things that you have never seen before. Witness things that you have only read about in books. Rachel paused for a second, feeling the excitement mount within her. ‘He’s coming back.’ 
‘Who’s coming back?’ Ruth asked. 
How can she ask that question? What’s wrong with these people?
‘Our Lord, Jesus Christ!’ Rachel replied, shaking her head in disbelief. ‘He’s coming to save us. And that’s why the children must stay here.’
‘I understand that you’ve had a very difficult life, Rachel,’ Ruth said. 
‘What? I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
‘Your childhood in Ireland ...’ 
‘It’s none of your business!’ Rachel snapped. How dare she talk to me about that!
‘I know what happened in County Galway, Rachel,’ Ruth said in a soft voice. 
Rachel felt herself physically react the instant she heard it. Her stomach clenched tight as she tried to get her breath. 
‘What? Nothing ... happened in County Galway,’ Rachel said, as her voice started to falter. 
Her head was swirling with confusion as she tried to suck in air. Her breathing was shallow and fast, her pulse speeding. 
‘I have details of the trial against those men from Glenmore. I can’t imagine how terrible that must have been at your age. What they did to you. I’m so sorry ...’ Ruth said. 
No, no, no. That wasn’t me. Not me. 
The phone shook in Rachel’s hand as she was overcome by fury and panic.
Suddenly she saw images of the men on top of her. Sweaty and fat, stinking of booze and cigarettes. She needed to be a good girl or there would be trouble. 
For a second, she thought she was going to be sick. 
I can’t think about that. No. I need to focus on today. 
She slammed down the phone, and shook uncontrollably as she took a long deep breath. She then ripped the phone from the wall and threw it across the room. 
‘Rachel, are you all right?’ Simon asked, sounding concerned. 
‘I can’t ... I just need you to leave me alone,’ she shouted, still feeling her whole body shaking. 
The images from her memory were still in her mind. She felt guilty and dirty. It was her fault wasn’t it? She had let them do that to her.
I haven’t felt like this for so long. I don’t want to feel like this. I refuse to feel like this. Please God, take it away. 
Closing her eyes, she tried to regain control of her breathing. She had buried these terrible memories and emotions for so long. The strength of the Lord had helped to keep her mind on the glories of his coming - not the sins of the past. She knew that the Lord would punish those ... those... sinners.  After a few seconds, she started to feel herself getting so terribly angry at what had happened to her. At what had been allowed to happen to her. That poor little girl robbed so cruelly of her innocence, her childhood, and any chance at living a normal life.  
‘Rachel, I wanted to talk to you,’ Simon said, breaking her train of thought. 
I’m not interested in hearing his bullshit. 
‘I really think we should consider letting some of the children go,’ he continued uncertainly. 
Rachel looked at him with utter disbelief and sudden hate. 
He doesn’t get it. He doesn’t believe in any of this. 
‘What are you talking about? The children need to be here. You know what’s going to happen to them if we let them go. They will burn in hell,’ Rachel seethed. 
‘No, I ... I know that. I understand that,’ Simon stammered. 
Rachel looked at him for a few seconds.  
‘If you want to leave us, Simon, then you can,’ Rachel said quietly. 
He looked at her, his eyes widening. He wasn’t protesting - he simply wasn’t saying the right things to her. 
‘I just worry about what is going to happen to us all,’ he said anxiously. She could see that he could barely look at her. 
It was fine. She knew what he was. In fact, if she was honest, she had always suspected as much. 
Rachel raised an eyebrow, gestured and said calmly, ‘Then you must leave us, Simon.’
He furrowed his brow. ‘Really? Just leave?’
Rachel nodded and gestured. ‘You should go.’
‘Thank you ... I’m so sorry, Rachel.’
Reaching for the knife in her pocket, Rachel smiled at him. ‘In fact, you can leave us right now.’
She plunged the knife deep into his stomach and soon felt the warmth of his blood trickling over her hands. 

HAVING TRIED TO RING the landline several more times, Ruth wondered if her conversation with Rachel had escalated the situation. Her utter denial was understandable. Ruth had met many victims who were unable to recall or acknowledge the sexual crimes against them. That was especially true if the victims had been young. There was a high degree of disassociation. It was the brain’s way of protecting the victim from the trauma. However, it also meant that memories were fragmented, unclear, or even non-existent. 
Walking into the front garden, Ruth saw Drake and Nick in conversation with the Chief Constable, an inspector from the Tactical Firearms Unit, and one of the members of the SAS, who had removed his mask. 
Seeing Ruth, Drake came her way and said gravely, ‘We have the go-ahead from Whitehall and Cardiff to go in and use force. I can’t see any other way of resolving this ... and we will get Sian back safely.’
Ruth felt her pulse quicken as she took a breath. She knew he was right. Communication with the farm through Rachel wasn’t an option anymore. It wasn’t as if they were negotiating for the release of hostages. They were negotiating with someone who was waiting for Jesus Christ to put in an appearance, for everyone on the farm to be given eternal life, and the arrival of Armageddon. There just wasn’t a precedent for this. 
‘How are you in helicopters?’ Drake asked as he pointed over to the black SAS Eurocopter whose enormous rotary blade had started to turn.
‘Erm, not a fan really. Why?’ Ruth asked uncertainly.
Why is he asking me that?
‘Before we move any officers into Solace Farm, we need a very clear look at the layout and potential points of entry. The SAS and Tactical Firearms Unit are going up to have a look. I want someone from Llancastell CID to go with them,’ Drake said. 
‘And that person is me, boss?’ Ruth wasn’t comfortable with heights or flying, but it wasn’t really the time to point this out.
‘Thank you for volunteering,’ Drake said with a wry smile. ‘I hate those bloody things.’
Ruth gave him an ironic smile before following the SAS officer and TFU inspector towards the helicopter. The twin Safran engines were whining with a deafening hum as the forty-foot propeller started to turn faster. 
As Ruth crouched, the force of the turning blade forced her down in a mighty torrent of wind as grass and leaves swirled madly around her. 
Why the hell am I doing this? Ruth knew the answer. For Sian.
Within two minutes, she had strapped herself in and the helicopter was climbing above the countryside of Snowdonia. However, this definitely wasn’t a pleasure trip. 
As the helicopter banked around, the buildings of Solace Farm lay about three hundred feet below them. 
Ruth picked out the yard where she had come under fire. From there she could see how a series of corridors had been constructed to link all of the farm buildings and sheds together. The officers from the SAS and TFU gazed down intently and took photographs. 
After a few minutes of hovering and then circling, the helicopter headed out north and then pitched left over some fields. Ruth stared down at the rectangles of earth and grass that were divided up by fences and hedgerows. 
Just as the helicopter straightened, Ruth noticed something unusual in a field close to the farm. A long line of shapes in the grass. However, they had gone past too quickly for her to see properly. Her instinct told her that she needed another look. 
Ruth tapped the pilot on the shoulder. ‘Can we go back to that field for another look?’
The pilot nodded and manoeuvred the helicopter around and into a steep bank. The SAS and TFU officer gave a quizzical look. 
‘I’ve seen something. Just bear with me,’ she shouted into her headset over the thunderous noise of the engines. She hoped she wasn’t wasting their time.
The helicopter slowed over the field where Ruth had asked it to return to. She gazed down intently. 
‘This okay, ma’am?’ the pilot asked. 
‘Can we go a bit lower?’ Ruth yelled back. 
The field had a series of freshly dug rectangular shapes in a line. She counted them. There were fourteen. 
As the helicopter descended, she could see that each of the shapes was topped by something. They looked like wooden crosses but it was hard to see from this distance. 
Oh my God, they’re graves, she thought. The realisation suddenly chilled her.  
She knew her instinct had been right. They were all looking down over a small graveyard of fourteen recently dug graves, and it was within walking distance of Solace Farm. Ruth knew that there must be a connection between the two locations. 
Was this the final resting place of Ketha Langley, Ho Yin Cheung, and Becca Johnstone? What had happened? Had they attempted to leave Solace Farm and been prevented? Is that why Callum Roper had been shot and chased to his death a few days ago?
Ruth turned to the TFU officer. ‘Can you take some photos of that?’
The officer nodded grimly as he pointed his camera down at the field. 



CHAPTER 30

Sian had spent the past fifteen minutes hiding in an old shed which had been converted into a car repair shop. Crouching down behind an old Audi Quattro, she peered out across the farm and the yard. She could feel her pulse thudding like a drum in her neck. 
The activity on the farm was heightened as several groups of armed men from The Family scoured outbuildings and barns. She presumed they were looking for her. The farm wasn’t that big - it wouldn’t be long before they came to where she was hiding.
Sian had been aware of the noise of a helicopter circling over the farm. As she crawled to a wall where mechanics’ tools were hung in neat rows, she put her eye to a long gap in the shed wall. The wood smelled damp, and she felt the cold air from outside against her face. 
From here she could look out across the fields and up at the sky. 
She caught a glimpse of the helicopter hovering over a nearby field. 
What are they looking at? What the hell is in that field?
As the large black helicopter turned sideways, she could see that it had no official markings. No police identity code or badge. 
Special Forces, she presumed. She felt her stomach tighten with nerves. This is not a good sign. 
That meant one thing. They were gearing up for a raid on the farm. The helicopter would have been used for pre-raid reconnaissance. Once they got back to base, they would use photos for an operational briefing. Sian calculated that within two hours Solace Farm would be under some kind of raid from Special Forces, probably the SAS, the Tactical Firearms Unit, and members of North Wales CID. It didn’t make for a pretty picture in her head. 
What about Abel? she thought. He’s going to get caught in the middle of all that. 
Everyone was aware that there were children on the site. Everything would be done to ensure their safety. However, that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be innocent casualties. Rachel had proved that she had no problem shooting at Sian in front of Abel. That didn’t bode well once armed officers were on the farm. 
Sian knew that getting Rachel out of action was still the key. Without her leadership, Sian was fairly certain that the other members of The Family wouldn’t stand and fight alone. They relied on Rachel’s guidance. 
Therefore, if Sian could somehow nullify Rachel, the potential for innocent lives to be lost would be reduced.  
She was suddenly aware of approaching voices.
‘I don’t understand. She’s here on the farm somewhere. Look again,’ a voice snapped. 
It was Rachel Ryan.
Sian crawled back across the shed floor, put her face to another gap in the wall, and looked out. Rachel was standing there with two armed men. They turned, and headed straight for the shed where Sian was hiding. 
Scampering across the dirty, oil-stained floor, Sian reached the Audi Quattro. Using her arms and legs, she wriggled herself under it so that she was completely hidden. 
Holding her breath, she watched as she saw boots and barrels of guns come past. And then they stopped. 

RUTH GLANCED DOWN AT her watch. Only ten minutes before the start of the operation to secure Solace Farm, end the siege, and rescue Sian. Maps on the wall were being scrutinised, and the photos that had been taken from the helicopter were now projected onto the temporary incident room wall. 
Ruth couldn’t help but wonder how the operation was going to end. Is it ironic if I pray for Sian to get off the farm safely?
Nick, sensing Ruth’s feelings as usual, put his hand on her shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, boss. We’ll get Sian out of there okay.’
‘Thank you ... you’ve got enough to worry about at the moment.’ It was nice to hear his reassuring words. 
As Nick went to talk to French, Ruth’s attention was drawn to the television set. Drake had given a short press conference outside to the amassed television news crews and journalists. It was now playing on the BBC News 24 channel. Even under this pressure, Drake managed to look calm and collected on camera. 
That’s what makes him a great DCI, she thought. 
Ruth watched as Drake looked out at the assembled journalists, an assorted range of microphones positioned below him to pick up his words. 
‘Good morning. I am Detective Chief Inspector Drake of the North Wales Police force. I am here to update you on developments in the ongoing situation at Solace Farm this morning. The welfare of those inside Solace Farm continues to be our prime concern and, as many of you know, there are a considerable number of young children at the site. Any action that we take to bring a close to the situation that has developed here in the past few hours will prioritise the safety of those children. I can also confirm the press speculation that one of our officers has been taken hostage. However, we remain committed to finding a peaceful solution for the release of our officer, and the arrest of those we wish to question in relation to a series of criminal charges. I’m afraid that is all I am going to say at this time and there will be no questions.’
Ruth watched as the news programme cut back to the studio for a reaction to Drake’s press conference. 
Nick arrived by her shoulder and looked up at the screen as she turned to him. ‘What he failed to say was that the woman in charge of the cult is a deluded murdering maniac, and we’re sending in the SAS to take her out and anyone else that gets in our way,’ Ruth said dryly. 
‘I need you to come and see this, boss,’ Nick said with a serious expression on his face. 
She followed him out of the incident room and across the hallway to where more officers were sitting in an old dining room. Large fold-out wooden tables had been assembled. 
‘What is it?’ Ruth asked. She knew by his tone that Nick had seen something significant. 
French looked up from the laptop he was working on. 
‘Dan and I were looking at the photos that were taken from the helicopter - and then we saw this.’ 
French moved a chair for Ruth to sit down beside him. She peered at the screen which showed an aerial photo of the main farm buildings.
‘What the bloody hell am I meant to be looking at, boys?’ she asked. 
French pointed at something on the ground but Ruth’s eyesight was poor and she was always losing her glasses. She was none the wiser.
‘Yeah, there’s no way I can see that,’ she said, rolling her eyes. ‘Can you make it bigger, I’m getting old.’
French zoomed in on the photo. It was now clear that a figure was standing outside a row of small sheds that were set apart from the main farm buildings. Dotted beside the sheds were a couple of old cars. 
Peering closely at the figure, she suddenly gasped in recognition. ‘Jesus Christ! That’s Sian!’ 
‘That’s what we thought. We just wanted a second opinion, boss,’ French said. 
‘It doesn’t look like she’s being held hostage anymore, does it?’ Ruth said. ‘She must have escaped.’



CHAPTER 31

Having waited nervously under the car until the men left, Sian was amazed that she hadn’t been discovered. 
Thank God. Whichever God that might be now. 
Ducking out of the shed, she checked both ways. The coast was clear. Now to find Rachel and prevent her from burning down the farm, and everyone in it. 
Doubling back to where Rachel had shot at her about twenty minutes earlier, Sian saw that she was now gone. And so were the large jerry cans.  As the wind swirled, Sian could still smell the thick stench of petrol in the air. Rachel must have moved on to somewhere else. Looking at the series of wooden sheds and barns that made up most of the outbuildings at Solace Farm she realised that, once lit, the place would go up like a tinder box. The only stone building was the main farmhouse. Even the more recent constructions, such as the corridors that linked the barns, were made of wood. 
Jesus! This is a disaster waiting to happen. 
Creeping low across the right hand side of the farm site, Sian glanced in windows in her search for Rachel. 
Nothing yet. Where the bloody hell is she?
She quickly glanced up at the sky. Although the helicopter had gone, it wouldn’t be long before the farm would be awash with CS gas, Special Forces, and armed police officers. The thought of that, combined with Rachel’s plans for a holy inferno, terrified her. She couldn’t see how there wouldn’t be major casualties.
She swapped the shotgun from her right to left arm. It was getting heavy and she was tired. Still glancing into the buildings along the way, she continued to move rapidly around the farm.
I’m running out of time. 
Then suddenly she saw movement inside one of the buildings, but the figure had gone as quickly as it had appeared. Was that her?
Racing over, she crouched down beneath a window. Rising slowly, she peered inside cautiously. It was some kind of classroom, maybe where the children of the farm were home-schooled. 
Then she saw Rachel pass an open doorway across the room. It was clearly her - and she was carrying a jerry can full of petrol.
Come on, Sian. Time to get that bitch!
She swapped the shotgun back to her dominant right arm, and scurried along the side of the building searching for a doorway in. Nothing. 
She turned left at the top. Twenty yards up was an open door that led inside. Sian moved swiftly along trying not to make any noise. Then she took a breath. Pulling the gun up, she grasped the barrel with her left hand. The metal was smooth and cold. 
Inching towards the door, she listened intently. Where was Rachel now? Was she armed? Was Sian going to shoot her? She had to stop her somehow. 
With her back to the wooden wall of the barn, she closed her eyes for a second. This was it. 
Go! 
She swung around and pointed the shotgun inside. 
About twenty yards away down the corridor a figure stood with her back to her.
‘Put your hands up and come this way, or I will shoot you!’ Sian yelled – and she meant it. 
Rachel turned around slowly. For a few seconds she looked at Sian with no emotion on her face, then smiled as she raised her clenched hands. 
‘I knew you’d find me. You can’t escape the destiny that’s been created for you, Sian. Today is the day you get to meet your saviour. And yet you have no idea.’
‘Yeah, whatever. Spare me all the bullshit and come this way or I swear I’m going to shoot you in the legs and drag you out of here,’ Sian bellowed with adrenaline-fuelled anger. She took two paces towards Rachel and gripped the shotgun tight.  
The smell of petrol fumes was overwhelming for a moment and she felt her eyes water. She could see the walls and floor of the corridor were drenched with the fuel. 
Rachel nodded. ‘I can see you mean it. Where are we going?’
Then Sian saw a glint from one of Rachel’s raised hands. Something small and metallic. She recognised it - a Zippo cigarette lighter. Its lid was already open. Sian gazed in horror when a spark was followed by a flickering orange flame.
Shit!
Rachel released her grip and, as if in slow motion, the lighter fell through the air. 
NO! 
It bounced as it hit the floor, and there seemed to be a second where nothing happened. 
Then ... WHOOSH!
The corridor was instantly consumed by a swirling ball of orange flame which swept towards Sian. 
The force of the explosion knocked her backwards. 
Turning away from the blast, she was flung out of the barn and onto the ground.
After a few seconds she sat up, trying to get her breath back. Her face felt sore and her eyelashes had been singed. 
Staring back into the firestorm that had engulfed the barn, no one could have survived that explosion.
Rachel Ryan is dead.  



CHAPTER 32

Crouching close to the entrance of Solace Farm, Ruth could already hear the very sporadic cracks of gunfire. Two helicopters thundered overhead. The SAS and Tactical Firearms Unit had entered the farm five minutes earlier to try and secure the site with the least force necessary. If Ruth was honest, she had only heard a handful of gunshots rather than the mayhem that she had feared. Maybe the members of The Family had come to their senses when faced with the terrifying sight of SAS officers sweeping through their buildings. 
I’m not surprised. The appearance of SAS officers scares me - and they’re on my side. 
Ruth turned and looked at Nick who was crouched by her side. ‘Sounds pretty quiet to me.’
Nick shrugged. ‘CS gas and masked Special Forces. I’d surrender myself pretty sharpish.’
Then she saw him looking up at the sky and frowning.
‘However, that’s definitely not CS gas,’ he said, gesturing upwards. 
Ruth glanced up to where he was looking and saw a growing plume of thick black smoke swirling up into the blue winter sky above the farm. 
‘Shit! There’s a fire somewhere,’ Ruth cried out. 
Nick stood up to get a better look at the farm buildings. ‘Boss, they’re burning the bloody place down!’ 
‘Christ! Come on!’ 
Ruth and Nick made their way warily through the main entrance and into the yard. 
‘We need to get everyone out of here,’ Nick said, ‘and we need to find Sian.’
Ruth could see the full extent of the smoke which was now starting to dominate and darken the sky above them. 
This is not good! What if Rachel Ryan has decided that a mass suicide is the only way to bring about the Second Coming? And where the hell is Sian?
Without warning, an officer from the Tactical Firearms Unit came around the corner of a building. He was leading two adults, presumably Family members who had surrendered without the use of force. Their faces were blackened and they were coughing heavily in an effort to expel the soot and smoke which now lined their lungs. 
Ruth approached quickly.
‘The fire started over at the back, ma’am. The place is going up in flames.’ The officer shook his head. ‘I’m going back to see if I can get more out.’
Ruth looked over at Nick as they headed towards the main farmhouse which was seemingly untouched by the fire. ‘Why hasn’t Sian made herself known to anyone yet?’
‘Maybe she’s helping to get people out?’ Nick replied.
Suddenly the air seemed to rip apart with noise and flames. The windows along the front of the farmhouse exploded in an eruption of fire and glass. 
Diving to the ground, Ruth landed heavily on her side. 
For a moment, everything seemed to be silent. An eerie darkness, as if all the light had been drained from the sky. 
Then Ruth’s hearing began to return. 
The air was hot and thick. 
Drawing in breath, all she could smell was dust and petrol fumes. 
And then a strange sense of rain as bits of stone from the farmhouse fell noisily all around. 
Ruth choked for a moment and looked at Nick. His face was blackened. He said something but there was still ringing in her ears. 
Then she looked at the farmhouse in a daze - it was now engulfed in a blazing, flaring cauldron of fire. 
Christ, this really is Armageddon, she thought.   

SHIELDING HER FACE from the heat, Sian tried to make her way through the burning shell of the barn. The thick acrid smoke was everywhere – in her eyes, mouth, nose and the back of her throat.
Jesus! I don’t know how long I can keep this up!
Finding and rescuing the children was now paramount in her thoughts. With continuing glances outside, she had seen a handful of the adults from the farm – but no children. Where were they? She assumed that they were all together somewhere, but the fire was spreading so fast that she knew they were running out of time to get everyone out safely. 
Turning a corner into a corridor, Sian found herself staring down the barrel of a gun. It was only a foot from her face. 
Shit! Don’t shoot me! Please don’t shoot me.
As she processed the Heckler & Koch machine gun, and the black breathing mask and clothing, Sian realised he was an SAS officer. 
‘I’m a police officer, don’t shoot!’ she yelled. 
‘You need to get outside,’ the officer shouted over the sound of the fire. 
‘I’m looking for the children. Has anyone found out where they are?’ Sian asked breathlessly. Then she had a thought. 
The freezer room in the dining room. Could they be in there?
The officer pointed with a leather-gloved hand towards the door. ‘I need you to get out of this building before it collapses. Go now!’ 
Before she could say anything, he had turned and disappeared into the smoke and fire. 
Sian tried to get her bearings. She knew she was relatively close to the dining room, but the smoke was getting thicker and it was harder to breath. The heat increased on her face as she fought her way down the corridor. 
The double doors to the dining room were up ahead. She gagged on the smoke. She felt sick. The skin in her nostrils seemed to burn as she took in each breath. 
Reaching the doors, she gave them an almighty kick. They flew open. The dining room was thick with smoke. Flames lapped at the ceiling above. Glancing around, she desperately tried to see across to the freezer room. 
Suddenly, a small figure appeared out of the smoke. It was Abel. He coughed. 
Sian crouched down and put a comforting hand on his shoulder. ‘Abel, are you okay?’
He nodded and put his hand to his watering eyes. 
‘I need to get you out of here. Where are all the other children?’ she asked. 
Abel turned and pointed towards the door of the refrigerated room.
‘In there. I can show you,’ he said, as he turned and began to walk back towards the door. 
Thank God they’re all safe and in one place. 
There was a sharp crack from above. 
Sian looked up. A flaming piece of timber had broken from the ceiling. 
As it swung loose, it began to fall towards the floor. 
Sian looked on in horror as she realised that Abel was directly beneath it. 
Diving full stretch, she pushed both hands into Abel’s back and sent him flying out of harm’s way. 
She rolled onto her back and screamed as the large piece of wood landed across her legs. 
For a few seconds, she was in a total daze. The wind had been knocked out of her as she fell, and she was desperately trying to work out what had happened. 
She tried to move, but she was trapped under the smouldering beam. 
Bloody hell! I’m completely stuck!
The smoke was dense, but she could see the sky through the gap in the roof. A hazy figure loomed above her and, as she wiped the soot from her eyes, she saw that Rachel was pointing a revolver at her. 
‘What are you doing?’ Sian groaned. 
‘Saving you.’



CHAPTER 33

Ruth had managed to stand. She felt a sharp pain shooting from her left knee, and as she glanced down she saw a shard of glass embedded in the skin just above it. Taking a deep breath, she pulled it from her leg with a wince. 
Fuck, that really hurt!
To her relief, she saw that Nick was now also on his feet. Looking down, she noticed a small pink rucksack lying in the rubble. It featured a blonde cartoon princess who smiled as she rode a white unicorn across a cloudless sky. The beautiful and peaceful scene that the image portrayed was a harrowing contrast to the devastation that now surrounded it. Ruth’s heart sank as she thought of the innocent children who, only a few hours ago, would have been chatting and playing happily – unaware of the inferno that was about to destroy everything they knew. 
Where the hell are they?
Her hearing was only slowly returning. 
The light ebbed and flowed as clouds of black smoke blocked out the daylight intermittently. 
She watched in a haze of disbelief as one of the armed officers staggered out of the farmhouse. His uniform was burnt and smouldering, his face blackened with soot and streaked with blood, and he was grasping his arm. 
The whole of his body was shaking uncontrollably and his eyes were vacant. He was clearly in shock, and on the verge of collapse. 
To her horror, Ruth glanced down and saw that his left hand was missing, and blood was spurting from the open wound. She dashed towards him, grasped him under his armpits just as he began to fall, and dragged him away from immediate danger. 
Nick ran over to help and they quickly placed him in the recovery position. He took off his own bulletproof Kevlar jacket and then pulled off his shirt. Placing the jacket over the wounded man’s upper body to keep him warm, he wrapped his shirt around the bleeding stump. 
He glanced up at Ruth and gestured. ‘I’ll look after him. Go and find Sian, boss.’
She turned, broke into a run and headed for the side of the farmhouse buildings she had seen from the helicopter. 
Where the hell is Sian? If she isn’t being held hostage, what the hell is she doing?
Ruth gasped into her radio as she ran. Her voice was louder in her head than it was in her ears. ‘Gold Command, Gold Command. Three-six. Over.’
‘Gold Command to three-six. Go ahead. Over.’ 
‘Three-six. Requesting paramedics on site urgently. Over.’ 
‘Gold Command. Understood. Paramedics en route. Out.’
As she continued to run, she could see SAS and TFU officers guiding members of The Family away from the burning buildings. They were walking slowly. Covered in dirt or blood, they staggered along, too dumbfounded to put up any kind of a fight.
And then she saw a huddle of children being tended to by other officers.
Thank God! 
A figure was beckoning her from a burning doorway. 
It was French. 
Ruth sprinted over and could see from his face that something was seriously wrong. 
‘Boss, it’s Sian,’ he shouted. ‘She’s in here and I can’t get her out!’
Rushing inside, she followed French as they ran through double doors and into a dining room that was disintegrating in flames.
To the left, a body was trapped by a long, charred and smouldering wooden beam. 
Oh my God. That’s my Sian under there.
She felt sick, and trembled with fear. 
French looked up at her with panic on his face. ‘If I can shift this timber, you need to pull her out!’
Ruth nodded as French moved around to the other side of Sian. He gave the beam an almighty kick but it didn’t move. 
Hearing the cracking of timber, Ruth glanced up and saw that the roof was breaking up quickly. Pieces of flaming wood were dropping from the ceiling and crashing to the floor beside them. Her heart ached with a crushing pain as she looked back at the trapped and lifeless body of the woman who had brought so much joy and happiness into her life.  
Overcome with panic, she reached out and grabbed the end of the smouldering beam with both hands. It immediately felt as if the skin was being stripped from her fingers as she made contact. Burning - she had no choice but to let go. Never before had she experienced such feelings of absolute terror at the thought of losing someone she loved so dearly.  She was consumed with helplessness. 
Looking up again, she could see another huge burning beam. It looked like it might fall on them at any second. 
Tearing off his jacket, French used it protect his hands. He launched himself at the timber covering Sian’s legs and it shifted slightly.
It wasn’t enough. Sian was still trapped. 
‘You need to get out of here, boss,’ he said, looking up at the flaming roof that was about to collapse. 
Ruth shook her head and kicked at the beam but it just wasn’t budging.
‘I’m not leaving her here!’ she screamed over the noise of the fire. 
French launched himself at the timber again and this time it moved. 
Thank God! 
Ruth bent down, grabbed Sian’s legs, and tugged with every fibre of her being.  She felt the body come free, and hauled it clear. 
Scooping her into her arms, Ruth straightened. 
I need to get her out of her now!
Breaking into a run, she felt her arms weaken with the weight of the lifeless body. She didn’t care. The adrenaline was pumping and she was getting Sian out of there. 
She crashed through the double doors and squinted through the smoke. French overtook her and pointed along to where there was daylight. 
‘This way!’ he bellowed. She could hardly hear him with her loss of hearing and the noise of the fire.
Sucking in a mixture of air and black smoke, she ran with everything she had. She had no idea if Sian was even alive. 
As she burst out of the burning building, it felt as if someone had thrown cold water over her face. 
Fresh air! Thank God! she thought as she gasped. 
French helped her lie Sian down on the ground. Glancing up, Ruth saw that Solace Farm was now a blitz of blue lights. Paramedics and uniformed officers everywhere. This was now a rescue mission rather than a raid to end an armed siege.
‘She’s been shot,’ French said, pointing to a dark hole at the top of her stomach.  
Ruth immediately checked to see if Sian was breathing. She wasn’t. 
Don’t you dare bloody die on me!
Without even a second’s pause she placed the heel of her left hand on the lower half of Sian’s breastbone. Placing her right hand on top, she grabbed her left wrist and began chest compressions.  She counted out loud as she continued, hearing the Bee Gee’s ‘Staying Alive’ in her head. ‘Remember that song,’ a first aid trainer had once told her, ‘and the beat will help you to keep to the correct rhythm when doing chest compressions.’
She could smell the fire and burnt skin. When she had counted to thirty, she stopped and checked Sian’s breathing again. 
Breathe! Please God let her breathe!
Nothing. 
She tilted Sian’s head back, then pulled down on her chin to open her mouth. After a quick look inside to check that there were no fluids or foreign matter present, she pinched Sian’s nostrils tightly.  Placing her own mouth over Sian’s, she gave two full breaths. 
Come on! Come on!
Turning her ear to Sian’s mouth, she felt something. Is that just the wind? Is she breathing?
‘Come on, Sian!’ French yelled. 
Suddenly, she felt Sian’s chest rise against her hand. Then it deflated for a moment before rising again. 
She’s breathing! 
Ruth shot a look to French. She dare not get her hopes up. Sian was in a bad way. 
Two paramedics raced over, placing their emergency equipment down beside them. 
‘I think she’s breathing now,’ Ruth said to them in a daze. 
The female paramedic checked Sian’s breathing, her pulse, and nodded. ‘Yeah, she is. Just. We’ll look after her from here.’
Within seconds a stretcher arrived. The paramedics lifted Sian on to it and took her to a waiting ambulance. 
French was sitting on the ground and looking totally shell-shocked. ‘You saved her life, boss,’ he said breathlessly. 
Sitting back, Ruth gazed around at the mayhem and destruction. 
A dark figure in the distance moved from one burning building to the next. 
Rachel Ryan?
Blinking and rubbing at her eyes, Ruth looked again but the figure had disappeared. 
I know it was her. And I know she shot Sian, Ruth thought.  

IT WAS THIRTY MINUTES later and Ruth and Nick had made their way back to the surveillance cottage. A paramedic had bandaged Ruth’s knee and checked the burns on her fingers. All she could think about was Sian. By her calculations, she should now be at Llancastell University Hospital – she just hoped that everything was all right.  
Hobbling outside, she took a cigarette out and lit it. Nick approached – his face was blackened from the smoke, and his hands were covered in blood.  
‘I know having a cigarette seems a bit odd after all that,’ Ruth said, blowing her smoke away from him. ‘It just calms me down.’ 
‘I’m not judging after what we’ve just been through. Any news on Sian?’ he asked. 
‘No, nothing yet.’ The worry was making her feel sick. 
‘She’s going to be all right, you know that?’ 
‘God, I hope so,’ Ruth replied.  
An ARV drew up outside. Drake got out and came over. His usually pristine clothes were covered in soot and he looked a little dishevelled. 
‘You guys okay?’ he asked, as he looked down at Ruth’s bandaged knee. 
‘Yeah, fine. It’s nothing.’ 
Drake looked at Ruth. ‘I’ve spoken to the hospital. Sian just arrived in the ICU. She’s critical but stable.’
‘Thank you.’ Ruth nodded as she stubbed out her cigarette. The last hour had felt like some terrible dream. She was numb all over. 
‘Where’s Dan?’ Drake asked. 
‘He’s inside. He’s got a burnt hand but he’s okay,’ Ruth said. ‘He saved Sian’s life. If he hadn’t moved that joist off her she would have died in there.’
Drake nodded. ‘There have been a lot of acts of heroism today. This could have been a lot worse.’ 
‘Any word on casualties, boss?’ Nick asked.
‘I’ll have more information later, but I know that one of the firearms officers was shot as well. He’s in a serious condition but they think he’ll survive. Thanks to you two, so will the poor chap who lost his hand,’ Drake said. 
‘What about the children?’ Ruth asked. 
Drake nodded. ‘As far as we know, all the children are accounted for. However, we’re missing seven residents. Officers have told me there are some bodies in the buildings on the far side, but it’s too dangerous for them to go in until the firefighters have checked they’re safe to enter.’
‘What about Rachel Ryan?’ Ruth asked. 
‘No. Nothing.’ Drake said. ‘We’ve looked everywhere but we can’t find her.’



CHAPTER 34

Even though she was exhausted by the events at Solace Farm, Ruth hadn’t managed to sleep very well. There was too much going on in her head. She was an emotional wreck. A quick phone call to the ICU at about 3am had confirmed what Ruth feared. Sian was still in a critical but stable condition. 
I have to be with her.
Ruth got dressed and headed in to the hospital. After her second coffee she glanced at her watch in the ICU unit. It had just gone 5.30am so Ruth had been there for a couple of hours. The nurses had explained that as Sian was very poorly, she had open visiting hours - Ruth could stay for as long as she wanted. Ruth thought that very poorly was a strange choice of words for someone who was clinging to life from a gunshot wound.
The rhythmical sound of the ventilator was an upsetting reminder of how serious her condition was. Yet, as Ruth gazed at her face, she just seemed to be in a restful sleep. It reminded her of the times she had watched Sian asleep in the mornings when they shared her house. Or the times that she had dozed off on the sofa in front of the telly, and Ruth had placed a blanket over her so she didn’t get cold. 
Leaning forward, she put her hand on Sian’s, avoiding the blue plastic cannula that had been taped to the back of her hand. Her skin was warm. Ruth curled her fingers around so that her fingertips touched Sian’s palm. She looked at her fingernails and the thumb ring that Ruth had bought her in Chester. 
‘Don’t you dare leave me,’ Ruth whispered as she gave Sian’s hand the faintest of squeezes. ‘I know you can hear me. Don’t you bloody dare ...’
She felt a tear come into her eye, blinked, and wiped it away. With her other hand, she stroked Sian’s forearm. There were still black soot marks on her skin from the fire. She couldn’t stop more tears from coming. 
‘Look at what you’ve done to me now,’ Ruth muttered as she sniffed. ‘I’ve got to go to bloody work like this.’
She reached for a tissue and dabbed at her eyes.
‘I’m going in a minute but I’ll come and see you later. Okay?’ she whispered, as she stood up and moved to the top of the bed. She reached over and stroked Sian’s hair, moving a strand away from her forehead. ‘And then when you get out of here, we’ll go away somewhere together. Somewhere hot. We talked about going to that place in Majorca. Pollenca wasn’t it? No expense spared. We’ll book a beautiful hotel. A room with a stunning view. And we’ll sit by the pool, drink wine, read books. Whatever you want ... I promise.’  
She looked down at her. What would she give for that to come true? Anything. Everything. 
Please God, do not let anything happen to her. 

RUTH HAD ARRIVED AT Llancastell CID just after six in the morning. A knock on her door broke her train of thought. It was Drake.
‘Thought I’d be the only one in,’ Drake said. 
‘Couldn’t sleep.’
‘How’s Sian?’  
‘The same. Critical but stable,’ Ruth said, feeling a growing anxiety as she spoke the words out loud. 
‘Sian’s very strong. She’s going to get through it. She’ll be back before we know it.’ 
‘I’m just keeping busy,’ Ruth said dismissively, indicating paperwork and her computer. 
‘Yeah, I’m afraid there’s some pretty gruesome stuff to keep us busy for a while. You okay for an eight o’clock briefing?’ Drake asked. 
Ruth nodded. ‘No problem.’
‘Let me know if you hear any more,’ he said, as he turned and left. 
Once Drake had closed the door, Ruth just sat in the silence of her office. She reached for her coffee and finished it.
In her mind, she pictured Sian in the ICU. The tubes and drips attached to her. 
Please be okay. I will do anything. God, just don’t take her away from me.   
Feeling upset, Ruth wandered out to the scene boards that had been transferred overnight from the temporary incident room at the cottage. She peered at the maps, the plans of the farm, and at the aerial photographs. She saw the one of the fourteen rectangular mounds in the field. Were they really graves? What else could they be? SOCO were already on site and she would have her answer very soon.  
What a dark and destructive force Rachel Ryan has been at Solace Farm. And the cruel irony of that farm’s bloody name.  
For the next two hours, Ruth sifted through paperwork and information, trying to form some kind of plan of how CID were going to tackle the devastation from the previous day. She now had a charred notebook that had somehow survived the worst of the fire. Inside were lists of names of the residents of Solace Farm. There were dates of arrival, and the new ‘Christian’ names that they had been supplied with. 
She scoured the contents. If the mounds she had seen did turn out to be graves, she prayed that there was something in that book that might indicate who they were. Otherwise it would be a painstaking and grisly trawl through missing persons, forensics, DNA, dental records, tattoos, and anything else that could be used to identify the bodies. 
Nick stood beside her open door. ‘You okay, boss?’ 
‘Yeah, getting there.’ Ruth sat back carefully on her chair - her leg was still sore from the shard of glass.  
‘Any word on Sian?’ he asked. 
‘No, nothing. Same as last night,’ Ruth said, now thinking that maybe she should call the ICU again. 
‘Don’t worry. You know Sian ...’ 
‘Yeah. I know she’s strong. And I know she’s a fighter,’ Ruth snapped. She was fed up of hearing the same platitudes. 
‘Sorry, I just meant ...’ Nick said defensively. 
Bollocks. I didn’t mean to jump down his throat. 
‘Ignore me ... I didn’t sleep well, that’s all,’ Ruth said as she gestured to the large mug of coffee she was nursing. 
Nick indicated Incident Room 1. ‘I just came to say that everyone’s here for the briefing, boss.’
‘Nick ...?’ Ruth said, and as he looked back at her she added ‘... thanks.’ He nodded. He knew what she meant. 
Ruth got up, grabbed her files and, even though she didn’t have much energy, went into DI mode. It would be good to get stuck into the investigation rather than think about what was happening to Sian. 
‘Morning everyone. If we can settle down please,’ she said quietly on reaching the scene boards in the middle of the room. ‘I know that yesterday was horrendous so I really appreciate you being here today. I realise you’ll all be worried about Sian. I’ve spoken to the hospital and although she is still critical, she’s stable, and she had a decent night.’ Ruth’s eyes instinctively flitted over to Sian’s desk. ‘Okay. There were seven fatalities in yesterday’s operation. Only one of these was caused by a gunshot wound from a firearms officer. That will be dealt with internally by the TFU to start with. The other six victims died in the fire. Clearly, any deaths are tragic, but I also think that if we’re being realistic about what we were facing before the operation, it could have been a lot worse than that. We’re going to have some very challenging police work to do in the next few weeks and even months. That means we need to be meticulous and do our best work for the victims and their families.’ 
Ruth went to a photograph of Rachel Ryan on the scene board. She couldn’t help feeling more than a twinge of anger. This is the woman she was convinced had shot Sian. ‘This, as most of you know, is Rachel Ryan. She was the leader of the cult at Solace Farm. However, at the moment, we do not know of her whereabouts or whether she is even alive. It may be that she perished in the fire yesterday. Only the PMs will be able to tell us that. Nick, what have we got so far?’
Nick moved to the centre of the room with his hand in his right pocket. ‘At the moment, seven bodies have been recovered from the buildings at Solace Farm. Unfortunately, it looks like the victims were all so badly burnt that we’re going to have to rely on dental records and DNA for identification.’ He pointed to the aerial photograph of a field. ‘SOCO have arrived at this field which is adjacent to the farm. There appears to be fourteen graves here, although at the moment we have no confirmation that there are human remains at the site. However, I do think we have to prepare ourselves for the likelihood that SOCO might find fourteen bodies. We’ll then have the job of identifying those victims too.’
Ruth nodded, pointed to the photo of Rachel Ryan again, and said in an uncompromising tone, ‘It is my belief that Rachel Ryan is responsible for whatever we find in that field, and for kidnapping and shooting Sian. So, if she is still alive, then I want her found. Nick and I will start to interview those residents of Solace Farm who are up to it. I also want to know where we’re at with the connection between Mold Magistrates’ Court and the farm. As most of you know, we believe that vulnerable teenagers were being groomed by someone at the court. We believe that some of those who were released on bail, or on a community order, were then taken to Solace Farm for what they were told would be a new life. But we also know that a number of them are now missing. I want to know what was going on, and how that was allowed to happen.’
French looked up. ‘Boss, I looked again at the CCTV footage of Ketha Langley from June 2018. I want you to see this.’
He clicked on his computer monitor and Ruth walked over to see what he had found. The grainy footage showed the road outside Mold Magistrates’ Court. Nick had shown her the footage before. 
‘This is Ketha Langley, right?’ Ruth asked him, as Nick wandered over to look. 
‘Yes, boss. And we know that she got into this blue Land Rover registered to Simon Walters at Solace Farm. However, there is a young man here who seems to be talking to her as she leaves the court. He walks with her up to the point where she is picked up. And here ... he gestures,’ French said, playing the footage. 
‘Looks like he’s organised the whole thing,’ Nick remarked. 
‘Any idea who he is?’ Ruth asked, pointing to the screen.
‘I did a screen grab of him and cleaned it up. He’s wearing a black jumper over a white shirt and black tie. And this here. This is a permanent security lanyard. It’s a different shape, size and colour to the ones they give out on the day.’ French turned to look at her. ‘So that means he’s a permanent member of staff.’
‘We should be able to track him down,’ Nick said. 
‘If he still works there,’ Ruth pointed out. 
‘He does. Since 2013, Mold Magistrates’ Court has allowed TV cameras into the Court of Appeal. Last year ITV Wales showed this footage of an appeal case.’ French pointed to a man in the courtroom. ‘Recognise him?’
‘That’s our guy,’ Ruth said with a nod. 
‘Antonio Santos. He’s worked as a judicial assistant at the court since 2010,’ French explained. 
Ruth tapped his shoulder. ‘Excellent work, Dan. You and Nick go and have a chat with him.’ Ruth headed back to the centre of the room. ‘Listen up everyone. I want us to concentrate on getting witness statements from everyone who was at the farm yesterday. We’re in a bit of a limbo until we hear back from SOCO about what’s in that field, and get feedback from the preliminary PMs from the mortuary. So get everything in order, because we’re going to have our work cut out when we do start to get those results. Let’s get to work and we’ll reconvene here at six this evening. Thank you everyone.’
Ruth turned to leave as the CID detectives started getting their stuff ready to go out, or continued working at their computer screens. Before she reached her office, Nick had intercepted her. He was carrying a print-out. 
‘Boss, email from our illustrious friend at the mortuary, Professor Amis,’ Nick said gesturing to the print-out. 
‘Anything interesting?’ Ruth asked. 
‘First body he looked at had a necklace burnt into the skin around the neck and onto the chest. He’s managed to remove it.’ Nick showed her a photo. 
The image showed a melted, gold necklace. However, in its middle was a distinctive twisted cross. 
Nick looked at Ruth. ‘Wasn’t Rachel Ryan wearing that type of necklace when we first went up to the farm to speak to her?’
Ruth nodded. ‘Yeah, she was.’
‘Looks like she died in the fire, boss.’  



CHAPTER 35

As Nick and French made their way into Mold town centre, Nick’s thoughts turned to Amanda. He wondered how much longer she would be kept in the psychiatric ward. It was true what his sponsor, Dundee Bill, said. You never know what’s coming down the pipe, son. It was one of his favourite sayings. And Bill was spot on, as Nick had assumed that once they had got Megan home, it would be domestic bliss. He was prepared for the dirty nappies and the sleepless nights. After the alcoholic rollercoaster he had been on since his early 20s, he knew how lucky he was to be in recovery, to have found Amanda, and to have a new-born baby. His life could have gone a very different way. But he wasn’t prepared for Amanda to be so unwell. It had completely destabilised him. He had worked his twelve-step programme and lived his life one day at a time. 
‘Can’t help worrying about Sian,’ French muttered, breaking Nick’s train of thought. 
‘She’s a tough old bird, if you’re still allowed to say stuff like that,’ Nick said. 
‘I should have stopped her going up there when I had the chance.’ 
‘Mate, you can’t blame yourself for that. You didn’t take her hostage and shoot her.’ 
French nodded but Nick could see that he wasn’t convinced. 
Nick parked the car outside Mold Magistrates’ Court. ‘She’s gonna be fine. Don’t worry,’ he said as he turned off the ignition. 
In a previous incarnation, Nick would have found French too ‘posh’, ‘stuck up’ or ‘intellectual’, to give him a chance. When he was drinking, Nick was incredibly judgemental. However, he knew that French was an honest, smart and caring copper, and even though they were like chalk and cheese, he really admired him. 
They walked up the stone steps to the courthouse, marched over to reception, and produced their warrant cards. 
‘DS Evans and DC French from Llancastell CID. We’re looking for Antonio Santos,’ Nick said. 
‘Yes. Let me just check for you.’ The receptionist opened a ledger. ‘Antonio is working in Court No 3 today. I’m not sure they’ve started in there yet though.’
‘And Court No 3 is ...?’ Nick asked with a smile. 
‘Up the stairs and straight down to the end,’ she said, gesturing towards the wide staircase. 
‘Thanks.’
‘What do we think Santos’ interest was in these kids?’ French asked as they got to the top of the stairs. 
‘Can’t rule anything out at the moment. Maybe it’s a religious thing?’ Nick suggested. 
‘Santos thought he was saving these kids’ souls by arranging for them to go and live at Solace Farm?’ French said, thinking out loud. 
‘I’ve heard of stranger things.’
French pointed to a sign - Magistrates’ Court No 3. ‘Here we go.’ 
At that moment, the doors opened and three people came out of the courtroom. Nick immediately saw that one of them was Antonio Santos, and walked towards him. ‘Mr Santos?’
Santos stopped as the others walked away down the corridor. 
‘Yes. Can I help?’ He already looked jittery. 
‘We’re investigating the events at Solace Farm. If you watch the news, you’re probably already aware of what has been going on there?’ French asked. 
‘It’s been hard to miss. But I’m not sure what that has to do with me ...’ he replied. 
‘We were hoping to ask you a few questions to help with our investigation,’ Nick clarified. 
Santos frowned. ‘I’m due in court in half an hour.’
‘Won’t take more than a few minutes. Is there somewhere quiet we can talk?’ 
Santos pointed back into Court 3. ‘The courtroom’s free at the moment.’
‘Great,’ Nick said. 
He opened one of the double doors, allowing Nick and French through first. 
Without entering, he slammed the door behind them.
Shit!
‘Bloody hell!’ French seethed as he grabbed the door and swung it open. 
As Nick glanced down the corridor, he saw Santos running towards the far end before disappearing through a door that had a green Fire Exit sign. 
Nick and French gave chase, their feet clattering noisily on the hard floor. Opening the fire exit door, Nick could see that the staircase went both upstairs and down. 
For a second, he listened for any indication of which way Santos had gone. 
Nothing. 
‘You go up, I’ll go down,’ he yelled to French, and he took off down the narrow staircase before French had a chance to respond. 
Taking two steps at time, he began to get a rhythm going as he held the metal handrail to get his balance.
He stopped again. This time he could hear footsteps. 
Glancing over the handrail, he could sense they were coming from below.
Thundering down the remaining stairs, he reached the basement. The ceiling was low, and the metal pipes from the courthouse heating system were twisted and turned above him.
Another noise. Nick glanced right and saw a long narrow corridor. He could hear a low hum which must have been from the heating system. 
Running along the corridor, he checked every space and every door. Nothing.
Where the bloody hell has he gone? 
He came to an open door marked Boiler Room. 
Stepping in carefully, he could feel the thick heat as soon as he was inside. The space was dark and filled with huge iron pipes. 
Peering cautiously into the gloom, Nick spotted movement. 
Santos came from behind a pipe holding a huge wrench. His hand was shaking and he looked terrified. 
That’s not a good idea, Nick thought dryly. Santos didn’t look like a man who was ever going to attack a copper with a wrench. 
‘Okay, Antonio. Why don’t you put that down before you get yourself into real trouble,’ Nick said calmly. 
Santos looked as if he was on the verge of tears. ‘You’ve hurt enough people ...’ he muttered, ‘... and then what you did to my mother yesterday ...’ 
For a moment, Nick was shocked. ‘Your mother?’ 
Santos looked at him dejectedly but said nothing. 
‘Your mother lives at Solace Farm?’ Nick asked quizzically.
‘Yes, of course. That’s why you came to talk to me isn’t it?’ he mumbled.
‘You sent teenagers up to Solace Farm because your mother lived up there?’ Nick said thinking out loud. 
Santos put the wrench down rather pathetically. ‘I want to talk to my solicitor before I say anything else.’

RUTH APPROACHED THE field with the thought of the previous day’s events in her head. It was hard to think about anything else. The dove-grey clouds were static above her, and the naked trees reached up with their skeletal branches. She strode along an earthy path that sparkled and crunched as if there was sugar underfoot. The sound took her back to walks across Clapham Common as a child, when she and her brother would find joy in just marching on hard, frosty grass.
As she turned past the hedgerow, she could see that the forensic excavation was well underway. There was an uneasy silence. Way above the trees was the distinctive sight of a hen harrier making its circling flight on the air currents while looking for prey below. 
SOCO vans were parked close to police patrol cars on the right hand side of the field. Entrances had been taped off and were guarded by uniformed officers to keep away ‘rubberneckers’ - police slang for nosey locals - and members of the press. 
The sight of the long row of earthen mounds along the far left hand side of the field sent a shudder through Ruth. What were they? If they were graves, as she feared, who were the occupants? Were they really the final resting places of neglected teenagers, or others on the fringe of society, whom Rachel Ryan had tried to ‘save’?
The silence was broken by the deep rumble of a small JCB digger that started to move in the distance. Half a dozen SOCO officers stood beside the first couple of graves. Two were crouched down using forensic trowels and brushes.
She stepped under the police tape and Drake walked across to her. He dug his hands deep into his black overcoat. He wore an appropriately solemn expression on his face. 
‘Anything yet, boss?’ Ruth asked. 
‘They’ve just found something in the first hole, but not confirmed anything yet,’ he said, as he hunched his shoulders and tried to keep warm. ‘You okay?’
‘I’ve had better weeks,’ she replied. After a pause she continued, ‘The preliminary PM of the first body from the fire has revealed a necklace which we saw Rachel Ryan wearing when we spoke to her.’ 
‘Maybe she died in the fire then. That will save the CPS a mammoth task of building a case against her.’
Ruth wasn’t sure how she felt about this. There was part of her that wanted Rachel Ryan brought to justice for what she had done.   
The Senior SOCO, Alexander Travis, approached. He was dressed all in white and wearing a mask. Ruth recognised him from previous crime scenes, and he nodded in greeting as he reached them.
‘What have we got, Alex?’ Drake asked. 
‘Human remains, I’m afraid.’
‘Any idea how long they’ve been there?’ Ruth queried.
‘Ball park, a year. Maybe longer.’
Drake raised his eyebrows. ‘Anything that can help us?’ 
‘At first look, I’d say a young female.’ 
‘Anything else? Any hope of traces of tattoos or scars?’ Ruth probed. 
‘Sorry. The skin degenerated a long time ago. We did find a lot of jewellery with the remains though, if that helps?’
‘Jewellery?’ Ruth’s mind was leaping ahead. 
‘Lots of earrings, a few smaller studs. Maybe from the nose or mouth?’ I’ll keep you informed as we go along.’
As Travis turned and went, Drake looked over at Ruth. ‘You think you know who it is?’ he asked. 
‘Yeah. It’s Ketha Langley.’  



CHAPTER 36

Nick and French had dropped Santos at Llancastell nick. They had charged him with resisting arrest, and he had immediately insisted on having a solicitor when being questioned. While Santos waited in a custody cell, Nick had managed to track down a temporary address for his mother, Maria Santos, who he knew had been living at Solace Farm.
French was driving them to an address on the outskirts of Llancastell where Maria had said she was going to be staying with her sister. 
‘What’s that?’ French asked of the document that Nick was reading. 
‘Maria Santos’ witness statement. Details her time at Solace Farm and the events of yesterday.’ 
‘Anything interesting?’ 
‘It makes for very strange reading. She’d lived there for the last fifteen years, but there’s nothing that amounts to anything criminal,’ Nick said. 
‘And I don’t suppose it’s an offence to offer a wayward teenager free board, lodging, and some religious guidance,’ French added. 
‘No. But when they start to vanish off the face of the earth, you’ve got to ask yourself what else was going on up there?’ 
Nick’s phone began to ring. It was Ruth. ‘Everything all right, boss?’ Nick asked. In the back of his mind, he was worried about Sian’s condition. 
‘I’m up at Solace Farm. They’ve found human remains in the first grave and I’ve got a strong feeling that it’s Ketha Langley.’ 
‘Why’s that?’ 
‘Young female, lots of earrings, piercing studs still with the body ...’ 
‘Sounds about right.’ Nick pictured Darren Langley in his mind, sitting at home drinking away his feelings of loss. ‘We’re about to arrive to interview Maria Santos, so I’ll see if I can jog her memory about Ketha Langley.’
‘See you back at the ranch,’ Ruth said as she ended the call.
French parked in front of some gloomy-looking houses that formed a council-run sheltered housing community for pensioners.
‘Number 17,’ Nick said as they got out of the car.
They knocked at the door and after about a minute it was opened by a woman in a wheelchair. 
‘Maria Santos?’ Nick asked. 
The woman nodded and croaked, ‘Yes.’
Nick thought she was probably in her early sixties. She wore a dark head scarf that covered her entire scalp and forehead, but it was clear that she had very little hair underneath. She wore tinted glasses, and patches of burned red skin on her cheek and chin were covered in some kind of cream. 
Her hands were heavily bandaged and Nick assumed that she had suffered burns from the previous day’s fire. He showed her his warrant card. ‘Is it okay if we come in and ask you a few questions?’ 
‘Not really. I’ve already given a statement,’ she muttered, and then coughed. ‘I’m still not over the fire from yesterday.’
‘It’ll only take a couple of minutes,’ French said with a kind smile. 
Maria gave them a withering look and backed her wheelchair away from the door. ‘If you must then,’ she groaned. 
Nick couldn’t place her accent. He knew the name was Portuguese. 
They followed her into a darkened living room that was cluttered with all sorts of trinkets, ornaments, patterned cushions, and coverings. The curtains had been drawn to allow only a small amount of daylight in.  
‘We’ve arrested your son this morning, Mrs Santos,’ Nick said as he sat down next to French on a narrow sofa. 
‘I know. I spoke to him just before you came ... Let me ask you something officer, you think it’s a crime to try and give these kids a better life? They have food, a warm bed, and we try to help them live a decent, moral life.’
‘Our investigation is into their disappearance, Mrs Santos. Not how they arrived at the farm or the life they lived there,’ French said. 
‘Disappearance? What are you talking about?’ Maria asked quizzically. 
Nick clicked on his phone, found a photo of Ketha Langley, and leaned forward to show Maria. ‘Do you recognise this girl, Mrs Santos?’
Maria squinted for a second. ‘Yes, that’s Mary.’
‘Ketha Langley, who was renamed as Mary once she got to the farm, is that right?’ 
Maria nodded. ‘Yes. Lovely girl. Very musical.’ 
‘Can you tell us where Mary is now? Does she still live on the farm?’ Nick asked. 
‘No, no. She left us a long time ago. That’s part of the deal you see. My son talks to these teenagers who have had a tough start in life and tells them about what’s on offer at Solace Farm. If they decide to come, then we look after them and give them religious instruction for as long as they want to be there. If they decide to move on, then we have given them a better chance in life, haven’t we?’
Nick could see that what Maria had explained was charitable and admirable in many ways. However, the reality of the situation was very different. 
‘Mrs Santos, there’s a field close to the farm where fourteen large holes have been dug in recent years. Do you know anything about that?’ French asked. 
Maria shook her head and looked utterly confused. ‘No, no. I’ve no idea what you are talking about. What field?’
‘We believe that the holes are graves, Mrs Santos. We think that they hold the bodies of former residents of Solace Farm,’ Nick said. 
Maria’s eyes widened in horror. ‘No, no. That can’t be right.’
‘We have found human remains in the first grave. We think they belong to Ketha Langley, whom you knew as Mary.’ 
Maria crossed herself. ‘Please, I don’t know anything about this. It is such a terrible thing that you are saying.’
She seems to be genuinely shocked and upset. 
‘When was the last time you saw Mary?’ French asked. 
‘I really cannot remember. A year ago - maybe more.’ 
‘Can you tell us about Rachel Ryan?’ Nick asked.
‘Rachel was our leader. She was a prophet ordained by God to lead us to salvation.’
French shot a look at Nick as if to say that he’d picked up on something.
‘Sorry, Mrs Santos. I couldn’t help but notice that you used the word “was” twice when you were talking about Rachel Ryan?’
‘Yes. Well you must know, surely? Rachel is now with Our Lord and will live in eternal harmony.’
Even though they had found the necklace on one of the bodies, they still had no other confirmation that Rachel Ryan was dead. 
‘Are you saying that she is dead?’ French asked.
Maria nodded sadly. ‘Yes. I watched her perish in the holy flames with my very own eyes.’

IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON, and Ruth had returned to Llancastell CID for an update, and the second briefing with her team. She was keen to keep busy and avoid dwelling on Sian’s injuries. A phone call to the ICU had confirmed that there was no change in her condition. The nurse said this was a good sign. 
At 6pm Ruth moved to the centre of the room. ‘Right everyone. It looks like this case is moving fast now. As most of you know, human remains have been found in the first hole in the field next to Solace Farm. Due to the jewellery that was found with the remains, we believe that it is Ketha Langley buried there. Obviously, we will need DNA verification of that. It also means that it is very likely that we are looking at thirteen other bodies. Jim, did you manage to look at the notebook that was found up there?’
Garrow nodded and picked up the book. ‘Yes, boss. I’ve been through this and it goes back to 2008. There are seventy-two names written down, with an arrival date beside each name. We have fifty survivors of the fire yesterday, and seven fatalities. That means there were fifty-seven people living at Solace Farm as of yesterday. It also means that fifteen people arrived at Solace Farm but are now unaccounted for.’
Nick looked over and said grimly, ‘If we include Callum Roper and the fourteen graves, we’ve accounted for everyone.’
Ruth nodded but shuddered at the thought. ‘In terms of criminal prosecutions, we now have skin and clothing samples from all of the residents at Solace Farm. That should allow forensics to tell us who used firearms. What about Maria Santos?’
‘Seemed genuine to me and Dan. She and her son thought they were helping wayward teenagers find a better life. My suspicion is that they had no idea of what Rachel Ryan was doing at the farm,’ Nick said. 
‘And she was certain that she saw Rachel Ryan die in the fire?’ Ruth asked.
There was still part of Ruth that believed she was still alive. She had no idea if it was instinct or paranoia. 
‘Yes. Although she seemed to think it was a holy fire,’ Nick said sardonically.



CHAPTER 37

Ruth looked up and saw Drake come in. He gestured to indicate that he wanted a quiet word. 
‘Nick, can you carry on for a second? I just need a word with DCI Drake.’ 
Ruth saw Drake’s expression and moved quickly towards him.
‘Something wrong?’ she asked. 
‘It’s Sian. The hospital has asked for relatives and next of kin to go to the ICU,’ Drake said very quietly. 
‘Why? What’s happened?’ Ruth said, feeling sick to her stomach. 
‘I don’t know exactly. They said she had deteriorated in the last couple of hours.’
Ruth’s mind was trying to process what Drake was saying to her. ‘Right ...’
He touched her arm gently. ‘You should go, Ruth. Now.’ 
She looked at him questioningly, unable to take in what was happening. She nodded grimly as she grasped the significance of his words. ‘Okay, thank you. I’ll call you when I know anything.’
She’s not going to die. She can’t die. 
Breaking into a run, she reached the stairs. She wasn’t going to waste time waiting for the lift. 
Please don’t let anything happen to her, she begged as she bounded down the steps two at a time. Her head was spinning. 
Sprinting across the car park, she reached her car. Her hands were shaking as she fumbled for the keys.  
It’s okay. She’s going to be okay. They’re just being cautious. Keep it together.  
Whizzing through the centre of Llancastell, she parked in a disabled bay outside the hospital.
She ran inside, and sprinted down the corridor towards the ICU. 
Turning right, she slowed to a fast walk and a nurse buzzed her in. 
Glancing frantically left and right, she looked for someone to talk to. 
Then she saw a face looking at her from the seated waiting area. 
It was Sian’s brother, Phil. 
As he got up, she could see that his eyes were full of tears. 
No, no. This cannot be happening. 
He came over and hugged her. 
Please God, please. Make her be alive. I’ve got all this wrong. I must have got it wrong. 
‘They said they did everything they could for her,’ Phil said as he stood back and sobbed uncontrollably. 
‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’ Ruth felt as though she was in some terrible dream. 
Let me wake up. Let this be a dream and I wake up next to her.
Her whole body was shaking now, and she couldn’t get her breath.  
‘What are we going to do without her?’ Phil asked, his face now contorted with the pain of grief. 
This isn’t happening. It can’t be happening. 
‘I don’t know ...’ Ruth whispered but she couldn’t process it. She felt a little unsteady on her feet as though she had just walked off a rollercoaster. 
‘Come and sit down,’ Phil said, taking her hand. 
Ruth nodded. ‘Can I see her?’
He nodded. ‘Wait there for a second.’ He went over to speak to a nurse. 
They both followed her to an ICU room. She opened the door with a sympathetic look and gestured for them to go in. 
Ruth looked in and saw Sian’s bare feet. 
And then her legs and the bottom of a hospital gown. She moved past the large resuscitation trolley.
For a moment, she looked away. If she saw Sian lying there, then it would be true. There would be no going back. Nothing would be able to bring her back.
Moving slowly, she brought her eyes back onto Sian lying still on the bed. The ventilator had been removed from her mouth and nose. The drips had been taken from her arms. 
Oh God. What am I going to do? I put you through so much and you didn’t deserve any of it. 
Blinking away the tears, she placed her hand gently on Sian’s. Even though her life had gone, her hand wasn’t yet cold. 
I had so much I wanted to tell you. I had so much I wanted to do with you. Places to take you. Things to see. And I messed it all up. I hurt you and I’m so, so sorry. 
She leaned over and kissed her on the forehead, and then on the lips. 
I love you, Sian. And I always will. 



CHAPTER 38

Sitting in the dark stillness of her garden, Ruth wrapped a blanket around her as she dragged on a cigarette. She felt completely lost. She could cope with her loss. It was the tsunami-sized waves of grief, guilt, and pain that came with no warning that she couldn’t cope with. 
The image of beautful Sian laid out on the ICU bed was etched so painfully into her mind. It just wouldn’t leave. 
‘I’ve opened another bottle,’ came a voice from behind her. It was her daughter Ella. 
‘Good.’ Ruth reached for her glass and swallowed the rest of her Merlot. 
Ella put the bottle onto the patio table and sat down next to her mum. 
For a while they sat in silence looking out into the thick darkness. 
The air felt crisp and icy-cold against Ruth’s face. She wished it would permeate her whole body and numb her from thinking or feeling anything.  
How can she be gone? It just doesn’t feel real.
‘We had got back together,’ Ruth said eventually. 
Ella frowned and looked at her. ‘I don’t understand.’
‘I went to see her a few days ago. Then we slept together. I don’t know ...’ Ruth said in a voice that was barely audible. 
‘You loved each other. Anyone could see that.’ 
‘But I put her through so much. Why didn’t I see what I had right in front of me?’ Ruth said shaking her head. 
The doorbell rang and Ella looked at her. ‘Expecting someone?’
‘No, I don’t think so.’ She would give the world for it to be Sian standing at the front door. 
Anything. I would give anything for that to be true. 
Ella went to the door and returned a few moments later with Nick. 
Ruth walked towards him, and spontaneously they hugged each other tightly. 
‘I’m so, so sorry...’ he whispered, his voice breaking. 
Ruth rested her head on his shoulder for a moment. It was such a relief to be held. 
As they moved apart, she looked up at his tear-streaked face. 
‘What are we going to do without her?’ he asked. 
‘I don’t know,’ Ruth answered softly, feeling lost again. 
‘Do you want a cup of tea, Nick?’ Ella asked.
‘No, no. I’m fine. Thanks.’ 
He wasn’t fine - Ruth could see the pain in his face. ‘Hey, I thought tough Welshmen didn’t cry,’ she said, as she wiped the tears from her own eyes. 
‘Christ, you should see us all when we sing the national anthem before the rugby. There isn’t a dry eye in the house.’
Ruth looked at him for a moment. He nodded at her. They would support each other through this. 
‘How’s Amanda?’ Ruth asked.
Nick didn’t answer.
Ruth felt anxious. ‘What’s wrong? Is she all right?’ 
‘Yes, she’s fine. She’s coming out of hospital some time tomorrow,’ he said quietly. 
‘That’s good, isn’t it?’ Ruth asked – Nick still looked upset. 
‘Of course. Amanda’s coming home, but Sian isn’t. And that doesn’t seem fair.’



CHAPTER 39

Sipping her hot coffee, Ruth was running through police bodycam footage of the siege and fire at Solace Farm. She knew it was crazy, but she wanted to see if there was any footage of Sian. She wasn’t sure how no one had seen her until French had found her trapped. For some reason, Ruth wanted to know about Sian’s final moments. What was she doing inside the burning building? Why hadn’t she made herself known as a police officer when the raid started? Ruth wanted something to hold on to. A shred of something to explain why she had died. 
Fighting back the tears, she dabbed her face with a tissue and took a deep breath. 
Bloody hell, Sian. What were you doing? Why didn’t you get yourself somewhere safe? Why?
The grief came in another painful, overwhelming wave as Ruth gazed at the computer monitor and the moving images. How was it possible that she was never going to see Sian again? That can’t be real? 
Please let it not be true. Please. 
Ruth screwed up her face, blew out her cheeks and took another deep breath. 
Come on, keep it together. 
As she stared vacantly at the screen, something caught her eye. A figure walking across the background of the picture. It was blurred. Ruth played it back and watched it again.
That’s Rachel Ryan, isn’t it?
Drake knocked at her door, came in, and sat down. 
‘I’m so sorry, Ruth,’ he said in a gentle voice. 
Ruth nodded and felt the tears coming again. ‘Thank you.’
‘Do you need anything?’ he asked, leaning forward. 
Ruth shook her head. ‘I don’t think so.’
‘I’m not sure it’s a good idea for you to be here, Ruth. I’d like you to take some compassionate leave,’ Drake said.
What I really need is to be left alone. I don’t want to talk about how I feel at the moment. 
‘I can’t do that. I can’t sit at home on my own, twiddling my thumbs and feeling like this.’ 
‘What about your daughter?’ Drake suggested. 
‘I can’t ask Ella to take time off work. I’ve put her through enough in recent years.’ 
‘You’re sure?’ 
‘Yes, I just need to keep busy,’ she said. 
Drake spotted the footage that Ruth was trawling through. ‘What are you looking at?’
Ruth hesitated and then said, ‘I’ve just spotted something on this bodycam footage, boss.’
‘Someone else can do that, Ruth,’ Drake suggested kindly. 
She pointed to the screen. ‘See this figure here?’
Drake leaned forward and squinted. ‘What am I looking at?’
Ruth rewound the footage and played it again. ‘This person walking here.’
Drake peered at the screen. ‘I think that’s a TFU officer, isn’t it? From this distance, it could be anyone Ruth.’
Ruth stared at the screen for a few seconds and Drake watched. 
Maybe I’m seeing things? Maybe I’m starting to lose my mind?
‘You think Rachel Ryan is still alive, don’t you?’ he asked.
Yes, I do. But how do I answer that.
‘I’m not sure,’ she answered with a shrug. She wasn’t about to tell Drake what was actually going on in her head. 
‘I know it’s very likely that Rachel Ryan murdered Sian. But we have a body with her necklace and an eye-witness that saw her die. She didn’t just vanish into thin air, did she?’ Drake said gently. 
Weighing up her options, Ruth realised that this time she might have to bend the rules a little. She hated the thought of lying to Drake, but if she was going to find out what happened, she didn’t have a choice.
Glancing back at the screen again, Ruth looked at the figure on the screen. 
That is her. That is Rachel Ryan. I know it is. 
‘You know what, boss? I think I will take some time off today. I might go home and see if I can get some sleep.’ 
Drake nodded. ‘I’m really glad you’ve said that Ruth. Take as much time as you need. I know that whatever happened, you and Sian were very close.’
Ruth gave him a smile as she gathered her things and put on her coat. 
‘I’ll keep in touch, boss,’ she said as she went to the door.  
‘Good. Go home, take some time. We need you, Ruth’. 
Ruth nodded, but she had no intention of going home. She was going to get some answers.

RUTH MARCHED DOWN THE basement corridor of Llancastell University Hospital towards the morgue. Even though she knew that Sian’s body was down there somewhere, she had to speak to Amis. She was self-aware enough to know that her quest to find Rachel Ryan was being fuelled by anger and worrying thoughts of revenge. She also knew that this was diverting her from the feelings of pain and guilt. It seemed to be working at the moment, and she would take whatever relief she could. 
Pushing against the double doors, she was suddenly aware that this time she had no anxiety or apprehension as she strode into a mortuary.
Bloody hell. How did I do that?
‘Detective Hunter? An unannounced visit, how marvellous,’ Amis said from behind his green mask. 
Try not to get irritated at his sarcasm, Ruth told herself. 
From the look of the three bodies that were laid out on gurneys, Amis was working on the victims of the Solace Farm fire. The bodies were a twisted mess of black and red flesh and bone. Even now, there was a strong aroma of burnt flesh in the icy air of the room. 
‘Sorry. I should have called,’ Ruth said as she approached. She wasn’t sorry at all.  
‘Don’t be daft. There’s always a warm welcome here for you Detective. No Tonto?’ Amis asked.
‘No, I’m on a solo mission today.’ 
Amis adjusted the camouflaged bandana that covered his hair. ‘How can I help?’ 
‘I want to try and identify one of the bodies. The woman that you found the necklace on,’ Ruth explained. 
He nodded, and beckoned Ruth to follow him to the body on the far side of the room. ‘This is her, over here. No forensics or DNA back yet. What’s the problem?’ 
Ruth looked at the burnt body. Usually it would have turned her stomach but she was so numb, so all over the place, that it hardly registered. 
‘I can’t wait for the tests to come back. I just don’t think she is who we think she is ... if that makes any sense?’ Ruth said with an urgency in her voice. 
‘Sort of,’ Amis said with his trademark wry smile. 
Ruth gestured to the body. ‘What can you tell me about this woman right now?’ 
‘Female, middle-aged or a little bit older, and disabled.’ 
Ruth’s eyes widened. ‘Disabled? Sorry, I don’t understand.’
What the hell is he talking about?
‘This woman had degenerative disc disease. It’s quite advanced.’ He went over, turned the body gently to the side, and pointed to the base of the back. ‘The discs here between the vertebrae of the spinal cord would have started to deteriorate ten, maybe fifteen, years ago. They can’t repair themselves. This woman would have had severe weakness, numbness, and pain in her legs,’ he explained in a clinical tone.  
‘Are you saying that this woman wouldn’t have been able to walk?’ Ruth asked. 
‘God, no she wouldn’t. Not with a spine like that. She would have been in a wheelchair for quite a few years.’ 
Bloody hell! Wheelchair? That rules out Rachel Ryan. I was right.  
‘Is that helpful?’ he asked. 
‘Very. I owe you one, Tony,’ she said as she turned and left. 



CHAPTER 40

Ruth was now back at Llancastell nick and tucked away in an IT suite far from her office. She didn’t want Drake to know that she was back in and snooping around the case. It seemed prudent to let him think she was at home. 
On the computer in front of her, Ruth had various pieces of CCTV footage that she had pulled up from the CID central database. She watched carefully as Maria Santos left Llancastell Police Station on the day of the fire. Residents from Solace Farm had been processed, fingerprinted, had their DNA taken, and then given witness statements. 
Every so often, the sudden realisation of what had happened to Sian came thundering into her like a steam train and sent her reeling. Then she would cry, take deep breaths, and collect herself. 
A knock on the door startled her, and she turned to see Nick opening the door with a frown.
‘You okay?’ he asked gently. 
‘Depends on what you mean by okay?’
Nick looked awkward. ‘Yeah, sorry. What are you doing skulking around in here?’
‘I’m not skulking. I’m hiding from Drake. He thinks I’ve gone home.’ 
‘Why aren’t you at home?’ Nick asked as he wandered over and sat down. 
‘And do what? Drink wine, smoke cigarettes, and listen to sad songs?’ 
‘Well that wouldn’t be a bad idea,’ Nick said. ‘Maybe a cup of tea and some chocolate.’ 
‘I need to run something past you,’ Ruth said.
‘Is this a good idea?’ he asked, gesturing to the computer screen.
‘What? I need to keep busy and watching ‘The Chase’ at home isn’t going to cut it,’ Ruth snapped.  
‘Okay, sorry. What are you doing?’
‘I went to the morgue ...’ Ruth said. 
‘On your own?’ Nick asked with a half smile. 
‘Funny ... The body with the necklace isn’t Rachel Ryan. I’m convinced that the woman’s body I saw today was Maria Santos.’ 
Nick frowned. ‘You are aware that I spoke to Maria Santos yesterday, boss?’ 
‘How would you know? You’d never met her before.’ 
‘Eh? Sorry, I’m lost here, boss,’ he said, leaning forward on his chair. 
‘Bear with me for a minute. Amis told me the woman whose body I saw in the morgue was disabled. There was no way she could walk, due to her spinal condition. So that body can’t be Rachel Ryan. Except she was wearing the same necklace that we saw Ryan wearing a few days ago.’ 
Nick shrugged. ‘Coincidence?’ 
‘Do you believe in coincidences?’ 
‘No,’ Nick said, ‘but that would mean that Ryan gave the victim the necklace ...’ 
‘... or placed it on her dead body during the fire,’ Ruth continued. ‘She told us that she had helped build a ramp for Maria. She made a little joke about disabled access. She didn’t mention anyone else. She didn’t say “we built a ramp for all our disabled residents.”’
Nick nodded. ‘Maria Santos is the body in the morgue because she might have been the only disabled resident of Solace Farm?’
‘Exactly.’
‘Then who the hell was I speaking to yesterday?’ Nick said raising an eyebrow.
‘I’ll get to that in a minute. Let’s say that the person I saw walking through the farm buildings during the evacuation was Ryan. Where did she go? The place is swarming with coppers. Everyone from Solace Farm was taken to Llancastell nick for questioning. There have been SOCO and the fire brigade at the site ever since. And despite being a holy appointed prophet, Ryan didn’t vanish into thin air and whizz up to heaven. There was also a figure on a police bodycam that looks like her,’ Ruth said. 
‘You think Ryan was the woman that Dan and I talked to yesterday at Maria Santos’ house? In her wheelchair?’ Nick asked uncertainly. ‘Sorry, it can’t have been.’
‘Ryan wears a wig,’ Ruth said. 
‘Does she?’ Nick asked sounding surprised. 
‘Yes, of course. Take it from me, I’m a woman. Without that wig, tinted glasses, wheelchair, dark room. Could it have been Ryan?’ Ruth asked.
Nick thought for a second. ‘No, sorry. I would have recognised her.’
‘I think you’d be surprised how much someone can change their appearance,’ Ruth said but she could see that she was starting to worry Nick.
‘And what are you looking at now?’ he asked.  
Ruth gestured to the CCTV on the screen. ‘I’ve just found the footage of Maria Santos coming out of the station and getting into a car.’
Ruth played the footage. It showed a woman in the distance wheeling herself to a car, opening the door, pushing herself up into the driver’s seat, and then collapsing down the wheelchair. 
‘Problem is, there’s nothing suspicious in that is there?’ Nick said. ‘Boss, I really do think you should go home and rest.’
‘Shut up, Nick. I’m not going home. And I’m not losing my sodding mind. Come on,’ she said, getting up from the computer. 
‘Where are we going?’ he asked. 
‘I’m going to prove to you that miracles do happen and that Rachel bloody Ryan has risen from the dead.’



CHAPTER 41

‘You think I’ve lost the plot, don’t you?’ Ruth asked Nick as she undid her seatbelt. 
They had just pulled up a short distance away from the sheltered housing where Maria Santos was now staying.  
‘I wouldn’t go that far. I just think it’s a bit of a stretch to think that Rachel Ryan is still alive and is impersonating a disabled woman called Maria Santos. I can’t see it ... and I know what you’ve been through in the last twenty-four hours,’ Nick added sympathetically. 
‘That’s got nothing to do with it,’ Ruth replied, but she knew that it probably did. She didn’t want the woman who was responsible for Sian’s death to have any chance of getting away. 
‘Okay. Well let’s go and see,’ Nick said. 
Ruth looked up and saw the front door to the sheltered home starting to open. ‘Wait a sec.’
A woman wearing a scarf and sitting in a wheelchair eased herself out of the front door and then shut it. 
Bloody hell! We’re too far away to see properly. 
The woman wheeled herself to a VW Golf, opened it, and pulled herself in as she had done on the CCTV that Ruth had seen earlier. She then collapsed the wheelchair, lifted it inside the car, and closed the door. 
Nick shot Ruth a ‘told you so’ look. 
‘What? She’s not exactly going to come out dancing and then jump into the car in front of anyone who happens to be watching, is she?’ Ruth sneered.
‘Or, that is actually just Maria Santos,’ Nick suggested.  
He’s starting to annoy me. 
‘Don’t be a dick. Who is the woman in the mortuary then, smartarse?’ Ruth snapped. 
‘I don’t know. We don’t know that there wasn’t another disabled resident at Solace Farm. That’s just a guess based on one comment,’ Nick said. 
‘Okay, but we’re going to follow and see where she’s going,’ Ruth growled as the Golf pulled away from the pavement. 
‘You’re the boss,’ Nick said with a grin. 
Yes, I bloody well am, she thought. 
They pulled out into the traffic and followed the car at a discreet distance. 
There was an uneasy silence between them for a while. It was rare for them to disagree on anything or to argue. 
Along the main road into Llancastell, they stopped two cars behind the Golf at some traffic lights. 
‘Sorry ...’ Nick said, breaking the silence. ‘I know your instinct is always right, but I’m worried about you. That’s all.’
Ruth nodded. The grief over Sian’s death had come again, and the tears fell down her face. 
Bloody hell! This isn’t professional. What the hell am I doing?
She glanced over at Nick and blinked away the tears. ‘Thank you. I’ll be fine ... you’ve got your own stuff to deal with,’ she said, sniffing. ‘What’s that song? Nobody said it was easy. No one ever said it would be this hard.’
Nick pulled a face. ‘It’s Coldplay, I think.’
Ruth shook her head and forced a smile. ‘Don’t tell me you don’t like Coldplay?’
‘We’ve been through this before. Coldplay is a band for people who don’t like music,’ Nick said with a smirk. 
‘You’re such a bloody snob.’
They both laughed as the lights changed and the cars pulled away. 
A few minutes later, they were in the town centre. To their left was Llancastell Cathedral, a glorious building that dominated the skyline. Some of the cathedral had been built as early as the 13th century, but most of it had been constructed in the Tudor period. 
Ruth watched as the Golf indicated left and turned into a small road. It led to the back of the cathedral, and a car park that was reserved for employees or clergy. 
‘We’re going to the cathedral,’ Ruth said dryly. 
‘Apparently so,’ Nick said, keeping his distance. 
The Golf disappeared behind the cathedral for a few seconds. 
Nick slowed the car to a crawl. As they came around the bend, Ruth could see that the small car park was virtually empty. 
The Golf had pulled into a parking bay. 
‘I think we’ll stay here,’ Nick said as he brought the car to a stop. It would be far too obvious to pull into the car park now. 
Ruth watched the parked Golf. Were her suspicions right, or had she been confused by grief and exhaustion?
‘What’s she waiting for?’ Ruth grumbled impatiently.
‘She’s probably getting her wheelchair. You know, what with her being disabled and everything,’ Nick said mockingly. 
‘We’ll see about that, clever dick.’ 
The tension built as they watched the car. It was clear that the driver was moving around inside but Ruth couldn’t see what was going on.
However, the car door from a small Fiat that was parked opposite opened instead. A small figure got out. A blonde boy of about seven or eight.
‘That’s Abel. That’s Rachel Ryan’s son,’ Ruth said to Nick. 
The driver of the Fiat, a young muscular looking man in his twenties, got out and looked over at the Golf. 
Then the driver’s door of the Golf opened slowly. 
Ruth saw a leg appear, then another. 
A figure got out of the car and stood up. A striking woman with silver hair. 
Rachel Ryan!
‘Bloody hell!’ Nick exclaimed. 
It was an incredible transformation from the scarfed woman they had seen lift herself in from the wheelchair. 
They watched as Abel ran over to Rachel as she crouched and hugged him. 
‘Bingo ... it was that bitch!’ Ruth growled.
‘Right, let’s go and nick her.’
The noise of the car doors opening alerted Rachel to their presence. Glancing up, she saw them getting out of the car. She turned, grabbed Abel by the hand, and ran into the cathedral.
‘Bollocks,’ Ruth grumbled. 
‘Brilliant,’ Nick said dryly. 
‘They can’t get very far,’ Ruth pointed out. 
They sprinted through the car park and past the young man by the Fiat who seemed confused by what was going on.
‘Find out what his story is and then nick him,’ Ruth said breathlessly, gesturing to the man.
Nick frowned and pointed to where Rachel and Abel had gone. ‘What about ...?’
‘I’ve got this.’ Ruth was fired up and full of adrenaline. 
Nick gave her a look. ‘Be careful and don’t do anything stupid. I’ll only be a minute.’
But Ruth wasn’t listening as she opened the door and went inside the cathedral.
She was already worrying about the fact that Rachel had Abel with her. What if she planned on doing something stupid to them both? If she believed in eternal salvation then she didn’t have much to lose. 
The main body of the cathedral was freezing cold, and smelled of polish and old books. 
Ruth walked in slowly and gazed up at the cavernous, buttressed stone roof and the enormous stained glass windows. The click of her shoes echoed noisily around the stone walls.
Where the bloody hell has she gone? 
She stopped, listened, and heard movement from over by the pulpit. She jogged over and saw that an old wooden door that led to a stairwell was open.  
As she began to walk up the stone steps, she heard the sound of voices from higher up. Then she heard a Shhhh. It had to be Rachel telling Abel to be quiet. 
Where the hell are they going? And why are they going up the tower of the cathedral?
Picking up the pace, Ruth reached out and held onto the thick burgundy-coloured rope handrail to keep her balance. 
The sound of movement and of doors opening came echoing from above. 
There has to be a belfry up there.
Ruth yelled – her voice reverberating around the dark stone stairwell. ‘Rachel! You need to stop whatever you’re doing!’ 
She started to take two steps at a time, gasping for breath as she went. The muscles in her thighs began to burn. 
The staircase narrowed, and then turned as it led up to a wooden landing which she could see was indeed the cathedral’s belfry. 
There was a long row of thick red and white bell ropes. Above them, the huge cogs and wheels that were mechanically attached to the bells. In the centre of the floor was an open trapdoor. 
There was a noise from higher above. 
Ruth could see Rachel and Abel climbing up onto a narrow wooden balcony close to the top of the tower.
‘Rachel! Stop there. Please. I want you to talk to me!’
Grabbing on to the ladder, Ruth climbed past the mechanics. Looking up again, she could see that the ladder ended at the balcony where she had seen Rachel and Abel.
As she neared the top of the ladder, she slowed her ascent as she scoured around for any sign of where Rachel had gone. 
Nothing. 
Where the hell are they? They can’t have just vanished into thin air. 
She could feel the wind charging boisterously around the bell tower. It howled and groaned as it swirled around her. 
There was the sound of creaking wood over to her left. 
It startled Ruth, and she turned and glanced but could see nothing. 
All she could hear was her pulse thudding in her eardrums and the howl of the wind. 
Suddenly, a figure rushed at her. 
It was Rachel.
Shit! 
She kicked Ruth and caught her on the chin. Ruth almost lost her footing on the ladder as she reeled from the blow. It was a good twenty-foot drop to the belfry floor below. 
‘Mummy! What are you doing?’ Abel whimpered from somewhere.
Shaking her head to refocus, Ruth saw Rachel coming again. She ducked as Rachel went to kick her a second time and she managed to grab Rachel’s ankle. 
Rachel lost her balance and crashed onto the wooden balcony with a groan. 
Ruth pulled herself over the top of the ladder, tasting blood in her mouth. 
Am I here to arrest Rachel Ryan or to kill her? Ruth thought. I thought I would know by now. 
Getting to her feet, Rachel glared at Ruth. ‘Leave us alone!’ she shouted.  
Ruth yelled at her. ‘Just stop it. Whatever you thought was going to happen at Solace Farm two days ago, it didn’t happen. Just give yourself up.’ 
‘I cannot speak for God. I can’t presume to know his plans,’ Rachel said. 
‘Now what?’ Ruth said, as she spotted Abel come from behind a thick wooden pillar. 
‘I’m scared Mummy,’ he said quietly. 
‘What are you going to do now, Rachel? What’s next in your extraordinary religious plan?’ Ruth said angrily. 
Rachel reached out, took Abel by the arm, and pulled him to her so that he was standing directly in front of her. 
‘You don’t understand me. But Sian understood me. We sat in our chapel and she told me how she felt about her life, about the world,’ Rachel said. 
‘Don’t you dare talk about her!’ Ruth growled in fury. 
‘And then I saved her.’
‘Don’t say another word,’ Ruth hissed, feeling an overwhelming urge to attack her. 
Take it easy, Ruth said to herself, trying to calm down. 
Rachel glanced backwards as she moved with Abel towards the edge of the balcony. 
Ruth looked down. It was a sheer drop of about two hundred feet through the belfry’s trapdoor to the bottom of the cathedral. 
What the hell is she doing?
‘Whatever you’re thinking of doing, please don’t do it. Think of Abel,’ Ruth pleaded.
‘I am thinking of Abel. I want us to have a better life than the one we have.’ Rachel moved back further so that her feet were now on the edge.
‘Mummy, you’re hurting me,’ Abel said as he tried to move her arm from around his chest. 
‘It’s all right darling. It’s going to be all right, I promise you.’ 
Ruth crouched down and looked directly at Abel. ‘Why don’t you come over here, Abel? Just for a second?’
‘What are you doing?’ Rachel said.
‘I’m really scared, Mummy,’ Abel whispered. 
‘Abel, just come over here for a second so I can talk to your mummy,’ Ruth said gently. 
‘Don’t you dare go anywhere, Abel!’ Rachel said, holding him tighter and glaring at Ruth. 
Abel squirmed, wriggled, and then dropped down for a second to get out of his mother’s grasp. 
At that moment, Rachel took a step back, lost her footing, and fell backwards. Reaching out with her hands, she managed to clutch on to the edge of the balcony, but she was hanging in mid-air with the fatal drop below her.
Ruth moved forward quickly and gestured to Abel. ‘Just go over there for me, Abel, while I help your mummy.’
She went over and looked directly at Rachel who was grimacing as she clung on.
Maybe I should let her fall and die? Isn’t that what she deserves? She took Sian away from me.
Ruth crouched down. She knew she just couldn’t do that. 
‘Take my hand,’ Ruth said, reaching out to help her. 
‘I don’t think so. I’m going to go and be at peace now,’ Rachel said as she loosened her grip.
Ruth leapt forward, grabbed the back of her jacket, pulled, and got her hands underneath Rachel’s arms. With an almighty heave, she pulled Rachel back up onto the platform.
‘Here you go ...’ said a voice. 
It was Nick. He handed her a pair of handcuffs. 
‘Thank you,’ Ruth gasped as she pinned Rachel to the floor, pulled her hands behind her back, and cuffed her. 
‘Rachel Ryan. I am arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Detective Constable Sian Hockney.’



CHAPTER 42

The wind flicked a wisp of hair across Ruth’s face. The sun was warm, and the polite conversation at the funeral had been about a nice service and that the weather was nice, almost like a spring day.
Ruth didn’t care. The grief she felt at that moment ripped at her very insides. Ella’s hand felt warm in hers as they led the congregation out to the graveside. 
Nothing about the day so far had felt real. The music from Air’s Moon Safari album that Ruth knew Sian loved so much. Ruth’s attempt at some kind of eulogy that had been interspersed with tears and deep breaths. She couldn’t even remember what she had said now. It was as if she was watching everything through the lens of a film camera. 
Stopping close to the mounds of earth that had been dug from Sian’s waiting grave, Ruth squeezed Ella’s hand. 
‘It’s okay, Mum,’ Ella whispered, her eyes glassy with tears. 
Ruth nodded and forced a smile to say she was all right. 
Nothing is okay. Nothing is all right. How is it possible that Sian has been ripped from our lives? How is that fair?
She looked at the coffin and pictured Sian inside. She had picked up Sian’s black police dress uniform from work and then dropped it off at the funeral directors. Sian hadn’t liked the uniform but her brother was insistent that she should be dressed in it and Ruth wasn’t going to argue.
What a strange, cruel thing death is.  
‘I’m never going to see her again,’ Ruth mumbled with trembling lips. The pain of that thought was just too much to bear. For a moment she felt dizzy, nearly lost her footing, and Ella had to support her.
‘Sorry ... I’m all right. It’s okay, darling,’ she whispered, looking at Ella’s sad face.
She watched as the coffin was lowered slowly into the ground. She and Ella stepped forward, took some earth, and sprinkled it on top.
I don’t want to say goodbye to you. And I wish so much that I could believe I’m going to see you again in a better place.  
Turning back from the grave, Ruth felt Ella put her arm around her shoulder.
‘You know what Sian would want us to do now?’ Ella said quietly. 
‘Get drunk,’ Ruth said, feeling the tiniest glimmer of a smile on her face at the thought of Sian, and the times the three of them had drunk and laughed together. 
‘Exactly,’ Ella said. 
A figure moved towards her. It was Nick. Next to him was Amanda and she was holding Megan.
Nick stepped forward and took Ruth in his arms. 
‘I’m so sorry. I don’t know what else to say,’ he said as his voice quivered. 
‘You don’t have to say anything,’ Ruth whispered as she held him tight. 
After a few seconds, she moved back and looked up into his face. 
‘Thank you,’ she said. 
He reached out and placed both hands gently on her shoulders. ‘Let me know if you need anything.’ 
Ruth nodded and then looked over at Amanda. 
‘I’m really sorry, Ruth,’ Amanda said. 
Ruth went to her and they embraced. ‘You know the one bright spot of the day is seeing you and Megan here. I’m so glad you’re okay.’
Ruth looked at Megan and held her tiny hand. ‘And how is my beautiful god-daughter? She’s changed so much.’
‘She’s being a monkey this morning, but we got here,’ Amanda said with a smile as she jigged Megan up and down. 
Ruth felt the phone in her pocket vibrate.
Thought I had turned that off?
Taking it out, she looked down at the screen. 
A text reminder. Secret Garden – This Saturday. 
The very thought of it made her feel sick.  Ruth turned the phone off. 



CHAPTER 43

It was Saturday night. Nick brought two mugs of tea through for him and Amanda.
He went back to get biscuits and then slumped down on the sofa next to her.
He let out a huge sigh. ‘Sorted.’ 
‘What did I ever do to deserve you?’ Amanda said, digging him playfully in the ribs. 
‘Dunno. I guess the stars aligned that day,’ he answered with a smile. 
‘Don’t push it. You only got me tea and biscuits,’ Amanda joked.  
They had spent the day lounging, taking Megan for a walk, and napping. They were both exhausted after a week from hell. 
Nick was also drained by the mixed emotions that he see-sawed between. The joy and relief of Amanda being well and returning home. However, the grief of Sian’s death undercut all that. There had been moments that day when he had felt guilty for laughing while playing with Megan, or joking around with Amanda.
‘You okay?’ Amanda asked softly. 
Nick shrugged. ‘Not really. I’ve lost colleagues before but Sian was a mate. We were close. It’s really thrown me ... I feel so sorry for Ruth but I don’t know what to do for her.’
Amanda reached over and put her hand to his face. ‘You wouldn’t be human if you weren’t upset. Give yourself a break, eh?’ 
Nick nodded and looked at her. ‘Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?’
‘Aww, thank you. You’re not so bad yourself,’ she said with a smile as she took his face in her hands and kissed him.
‘We’re going to be all right, aren’t we?’ Nick said. 
‘Of course.’
‘Out of two, I’d give you one,’ he quipped. 
‘Really? ... Not tonight, buster. I’m so tired I can hardly move,’ Amanda groaned. 
Nick shrugged. ‘That’s okay. I don’t need you to move.’
Amanda gave him a playful slap and laughed. ‘Eww. You really are a disgusting man sometimes.’
They laughed and simultaneously picked up their mugs of tea. 
In the silence, Amanda put her head on Nick’s chest. 
‘I can hear it whirring,’ she said. 
‘What?’ 
‘Your brain,’ Amanda replied. ‘Give her a ring.’
Nick furrowed his brow. 
‘Ruth. I know you’re worried about how she’s doing. Just give her a ring. She’ll be glad to hear from you.’
‘I don’t want to bother her,’ Nick said. 
‘Just do it,’ Amanda said, as she reached for the landline and handed it to him. 
Nick knew she was right. He knew how much Ruth had been through in the last seven years after Sarah’s disappearance. Now, Sian’s death would have come as a hammer blow. He didn’t know how she was going to survive it.  
He dialled her mobile phone and heard it ring.
‘Hello Nick. Everything okay?’ she asked as she answered his call. 
‘Yes, yes. We’re all fine. We just wanted to see how you’re doing?’ 
‘You know. Up and down, but I’m okay.’ He could tell that she was trying to sound upbeat. 
Amanda tapped Nick on the arm and mouthed, ‘Ask her what she’s doing.’
‘Amanda wants to know what you’re doing. I think that’s incredibly nosey but I have to do what I’m told,’ Nick said with a smile. 
‘Tell her I’m in bed, eating Maltesers, watching Bridesmaids, and falling asleep,’ Ruth laughed. 
‘Lucky you. I would never get away with eating Maltesers in bed,’ Nick quipped. 
‘And Ella is coming over tomorrow for the day. She’s cooking me Sunday lunch.’ 
‘Good. That sounds perfect. Do let us know if you need anything,’ Nick said. 
‘Thanks. To be honest, I’m so tired I’ll probably sleep until Ella gets here in the morning. You guys have a good night and I’ll see you Monday. Goodnight,’ Ruth said as she ended the call. 
‘Night,’ Nick said, and put the phone down on the table. 
‘Feel better?’ Amanda asked.
‘Yes, much. Thanks,’ he said with a smile as he settled back on the sofa and wrapped Amanda in his arms. 
‘I told you you didn’t need to worry.’  

RUTH TOOK HER MOBILE phone from her ear and put it safely into her handbag. Part of her wished she really was in bed, eating Maltesers and watching Bridesmaids.  
She pulled out her red Dior lipstick and applied it, looking into the ornate mirror. Her face looked back at her - a narrow black mask across her eyes.
At least it hides the bags and wrinkles, she thought sardonically. 
Ruth had been in London for over two hours. She had made her way to Baker Street where the London Planetarium was situated. It was also the venue for that evening’s Secret Garden Masked Ball. The irony that she was only a stone’s throw from the home of the world’s most famous detective wasn’t lost on her. 
Taking a deep breath, she adjusted her bra and the shoulders of her black, low cut top. She found it difficult to look at herself in the mirror without some sense of disappointment. She couldn’t help but focus on what was wrong with her.  
What the bloody hell am I doing here? she wondered with a curious, darkly ironic voice in her head. She had started drinking on the train down and she was now past tipsy. It was the only way to get through it, she told herself. 
A tall, painfully thin woman came in and stood by the adjacent basin. She adjusted her hair and her mask, and then began to apply lipstick. Ruth watched her in the reflection of the mirror but she spotted her. 
Oh God! Do I say hello? What is the correct protocol at a London sex party? 
‘First time?’ the woman asked with a smile. She had a cut glass English accent. 
Ruth nodded. ‘Yes, actually. You?’
‘God no! I’m a veteran ... I’m Fiona,’ the woman said. 
‘Ruth.’
Fiona fished into her bag and pulled out a tiny vessel of white powder – cocaine. She opened it, scooped up some of the contents in a tiny silver spoon, lifted it to her nostril, and sniffed. She then offered it to Ruth. ‘Have some of this. It makes the whole thing a lot more fun and gets rid of any nerves.’
Ruth put up her hand. ‘Oh, no thanks. I’m having a night off.’
I haven’t had cocaine for over twenty-five years, she thought to herself. 
Fiona nodded as she put the vessel back into her handbag and sniffed again. 
‘Right. I guess I’ll see you out in the trenches. My advice is to have a look around. Get used to it. And then when you’re ready to go over the top, take a deep breath and dive in,’ she said with a chortle as she disappeared. 
What’s with all the First World War metaphors?
Ruth took another deep breath and reminded herself why she was there. Sarah had frequented these parties before she had gone missing. Jamie Parsons, the man she had had an affair with, was the owner of the Secret Party company. And Jurgen Kessler, the man who haunted her in her dreams, was a regular. 
Heading for the door, Ruth went out into the warm darkness of the corridor outside. Everywhere was lit by candles, and the air smelled of expensive perfume. 
She felt the thick carpet beneath her heels as she wandered along. A muscular man in a bow tie and tight black cycling shorts offered her a flute of champagne. Taking it with a smile, she drank the first half in two gulps. 
I need Dutch courage if I’m going to do this. 
Looking left, she saw a room in shadow. Against the wall, a couple were kissing. Then Ruth saw that the woman had her legs around the man’s waist – they were having sex. 
Walking further up the corridor, she began to wonder what else she was going to find. More importantly, where were Jamie Parsons and Jurgen Kessler? And what was she going to do if they were there? 
At the far end, double doors led to an enormous ballroom with a vast, painted ceiling, Renaissance sofas, and a string quartet playing in the corner. As she squinted, she could see various couples or threesomes on the sofas, and in the darkened corners of the room. 
She drank the rest of her champagne, put the empty glass on a table by the door, and stepped inside.   



CHAPTER 44

As Ruth opened her eyes, she felt cold, ruffled sheets against her face. Trying to collect her thoughts, she became aware that she wasn’t in her own bed. It smelled and felt different. She was also aware of the throbbing hangover that made her head feel like it was trapped in a steel vice. 
Where the bloody hell am I - and what happened last night? As she breathed, she was sure that the fumes she was exhaling must have been 90% proof.
Looking around, she saw that she was in a hotel room. With that realisation came a growing anxiety. It definitely wasn’t the hotel room that she’d checked into the evening before. It was enormous, with sweeping floor-to-ceiling burgundy drapes, and high corniced ceilings.
The door to the bathroom opened, and a naked woman walked out with just a white towel wrapped around her head. 
‘Morning sleepyhead,’ she said in her cut glass accent. 
It was Fiona, the woman she had talked to at the Secret Garden elite sex party the night before. 
Oh God! What have I done? I feel terrible. 
‘What happened?’ Ruth groaned as she sat up in bed and realised that she was starting to feel sick. 
Fiona, still completely naked, strode across the room to a table and lifted up a jug full of red liquid. 
‘Bloody Mary?’ she asked, as she poured herself a glass.
Ruth squinted and tried to focus. ‘What?’ 
‘You should have one. You’ll feel much better, darling,’ Fiona chortled as she drank. ‘I have no intention of going anywhere today without some more alcohol in my system.’
‘How did I get here?’ Ruth asked. She hadn’t had this kind of morning anxiety since her clubbing days in London in the 90s. 
‘You insisted that you were coming back with me. Don’t you remember?’ Fiona chuckled. 
‘No. Sorry. Where am I?’ Ruth groaned.
Fiona gestured to the vast, exquisite hotel room. ‘We’re in the Dorchester, darling. Can’t you tell?’ 
Oh God. She’s really quite annoying in the cold, sober light of day.
‘Why did I want to come back here?’ Ruth questioned. 
As Fiona strode across the room again, she gave Ruth a cheeky smile. ‘Why do you think?’
I had sex in a drunken blackout? Ruth thought, full of self-loathing. What is wrong with me? 
‘So, we err ...’ she mumbled, now scanning the floor for her clothes. 
‘Shagged? Not really. Played around a bit and then you passed out.’ Fiona started to get dressed into jeans and a jumper. ‘You seemed far more interested in talking about Jamie.’
Jamie? Is she talking about Jamie Parsons?
Not only was Jamie Parsons the man who ran the Secret Garden sex parties, he was also the man that Ruth was convinced had something to do with the disappearance of her partner Sarah in 2013. That’s why she had travelled to London in the first place.
‘Jamie Parsons?’ Ruth asked.
‘Jamie. Yes, Jamie Parsons,’ Fiona said, pulling a jumper over her head. 
‘You know Jamie Parsons?’ 
‘Oh dear, Ruth. You really were hammered last night. I told you about five times that Jamie is my brother,’ she said, with a withering smile. 
Ruth had no idea how to play this. She had been so drunk that she had no recollection of anything they had talked about. 
For God’s sake Ruth, you really are a bloody idiot!
‘Right, yes, of course,’ Ruth said, not wanting to admit she had no memory of it. 
‘I told you that I’m meeting him for lunch today in Kensington. You’re more than welcome to join us.’
I’m not in a fit state to do anything.
‘Thank you, but I’d better be heading home.’ Ruth started to get dressed. ‘Can I have your number?’
Fiona smiled and scribbled it on a napkin from the table. ‘Of course. Here it is.’
Ruth wiggled on her shoes, then walked over and took the napkin. ‘Thanks.’
‘I live in Bucks, but I’m in town a lot. And you live in North Wales, if you can remember that?’ Fiona giggled. 
‘Yes, just about. And thanks for looking after me.’ 
‘My pleasure. I’m pretty sure that we’ll be meeting again, Ruth,’ Fiona said knowingly. 
With her phone in her hand, Ruth had a thought.
‘Did I show you any photos on my phone last night?’
Fiona had gone over to grab her small suitcase. ‘No. I don’t think so.’
Ruth opened up a picture of Sarah and showed it to her. ‘Do you recognise her?’
Fiona squinted for a moment. ‘No.’
‘Are you sure? Can you look again?’ Ruth said with an urgency that she could see had puzzled Fiona.
Fiona raised an eyebrow and looked again for a few seconds. ‘Okay ... actually, yes. I haven’t seen her in years. Used to come to the parties. In fact, I think she had a thing with my brother. Sarah. That was it. Sarah.’
Oh my God.
Ruth’s stomach lurched. Fiona corroborated what she had suspected about Sarah attending the Secret Garden parties on a regular basis. 
‘Did you know her back then?’ Ruth asked, trying to sound nonchalant.
‘Yes, a bit.’ Fiona glanced at her watch. ‘Fuck, I’m running late.’ 
‘When was the last time you saw her?’ 
‘I don’t know. A few years ago, darling. Does it matter?’ She kissed Ruth full on the lips. ‘Call me. I mean it.’
‘Please. It does matter. How long?’ 
‘Bloody hell, Ruth. Three or four years ago at a guess. Maybe less,’ she said with a huff. 
‘Are you sure?’ 
‘Yes. Look, I’ve got to go,’ Fiona snapped. 
Ruth watched as she headed for the door and swept out of the room. 
But Sarah went missing seven years ago.
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