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NO SAFE PLACE


PART 1




1
PROLOGUE




The idea of spending so much time in Scotland filled Willow with dread. Her parents had insisted she needed to go with them, even though she was more than capable of staying home and…

The screech of brakes pulled her from her thoughts. Getting up from the nest she’d created for herself on the bed, she peered out the window in time to see Terry Phillips heave himself out of his Land Rover. Even from a distance, it was easy to see he was pissed off about something. He paused, huffing a breath as he dragged a tissue from inside his jacket and dabbed at his mottled complexion. He used the time to peer up at the house, and as his eyes scanned over the upstairs windows, Willow ducked out of view.

Terry was a creep. There was always something going on behind those scrunched up piggy eyes.

Grabbing her headphones, Willow slid her iPhone into the pocket of her green hoodie. If Terry was here, that meant he was back on the warpath. And Willow wasn’t about to miss the fireworks that would inevitably erupt. With any luck, Andy would get caught up in the action. He might even get hurt. The thought of seeing her brother injured by Terry Phillips filled her with a twisted sense of satisfaction.

Willow descended halfway down the stairs before the hushed voices of her mother and brother drifted up to her.

Crouching on the steps, she peered through the stair rail into the kitchen. Mum stood with her body pressed against Andy’s back. They were so close that not even a slip of paper could have fitted between them. Gross. Willow pulled a face as she watched her mother run her hands up his arms before beginning to massage his shoulders.

The way they behaved around each other was unnatural. It had taken Willow a long time to finally reach that conclusion. It wasn’t as though she had anything to compare their relationship to. At least, not until she’d started spending time at her friends’ houses. Other mothers were not so touchy-feely with their kids.

She’d mentioned it once to her mate Sandra, but the way Sandra had looked at Willow, like she’d completely lost her mind, had brought an end to the conversation. She’d mentally vowed never to mention it to anyone ever again.

She shrank back from view as her mother leaned over to get a closer look at a catalogue on the table. Something Andy said made Mum laugh and the sound made Willow cringe. She never laughed like that when dad cracked a joke.

The door rattled in its frame making Willow jump. She’d almost forgotten why she’d abandoned her homework in the first place. Terry Phillips hammered on the door again. From the corner of her eye, she watched as Mum sprang away from Andy, a look passing between them that Willow knew only too well.

Leaning back against the steps, she feigned nonchalance as her mother left the kitchen. Their eyes locked for a split second when Mum reached the hall. Was that guilt? Whatever emotion Willow thought she saw, it was gone when Terry let his frustration pour forth in another volley of knocks that shook the house to its foundations.

Breaking eye contact, Willow stared down at her phone, pointedly ignoring her mother as she opened the front door.

“Where is he?” Terry’s voice boomed through the hall. “You tell your rat bastard of a husband to get his arse out here now.”

“Terry, stop! What do you think you’re doing?”

“I haven’t got time for your placating bullshit, Anna. I want to speak to him.”

Willow watched through her curtain of dark hair as her mother tried to block Terry’s path. Not that she could actually stop him. Terry pushed her aside as though she were nothing more than an irritating fly to be swatted away. He charged down the hall, poking his head into the living room before making a beeline for the kitchen.

Unease curdled the contents of Willow’s stomach. Terry was the kind of mad that made people do stupid shit. Whatever thoughts she might have had earlier were gone. Terry was mad enough to do some real damage and whatever her feelings about her brother might be, she didn’t want him to get killed. Gripping her phone, she contemplated calling the police. It wouldn’t be the first time.

Andy appeared in the door just as Terry reached the end of the hall.

“Where’s your father, Andy?” Terry’s mouth was set in a grim line, his fists balled by his sides. Willow tried to imagine what she would do if Terry punched her brother.

“He’s—” Before Andy could finish the sentence the sound of wheels crunching over the drive made Terry swing back to the door.

“I’m going to fucking kill him…” Terry raced for the driveway, his speed surprising considering his size. Then again, bulls were fast too, and they were huge muscle-bound monsters. When she was five, Andy had persuaded her that the bull in the back field was terribly lonely and painfully shy. Naively, Willow had believed him. She had gone to the field with her favourite tea set and a plan to pick daisies to make flower crowns for them both.

Unsurprisingly, the bull had not wanted a playmate. And when he’d seen her skipping around in her little red coat, he had given chase. Seeing Terry stalk through the hall to her father reminded her of the moment she’d spotted the bull charging towards her.

“Andrew!” Mum’s voice rang out. The world slowed as Willow watched events unfold from her place on the stairs.

She heard her father’s voice outside. “You’ve got some nerve coming here, Terry, after I told you to stay away. Did you think I was bluffing when I said I’d press charges?”

Willow crept down the stairs, following her family outside onto the drive. Her father held his shotgun in his hands and had squared off against Terry. In spite of Terry’s promise to kill her father, he was the one nursing a bloody nose.

“You said you wouldn’t interfere with the sale,” Terry said, swiping at the blood dribbling down his lip with the back of his hand. “You swore you’d let it go through. Just because you want to throw your life away trying to run a money-pit like this place doesn’t mean I want to do the same.”

“You lied to them, Terry. Nobody made you. You did that all by yourself. I merely set them straight.”

“You bastard!” Terry jerked forward.

It only took her father a moment to raise the shotgun to rest against his shoulder. He levelled the gun at his oldest friend’s chest. The threat was enough to halt Terry in his tracks.

“Get the fuck off my property, Terry. I never want to see you darken my door again, you hear?”

Terry backed off, his hands held in the air. But it was the look on his face that frightened Willow. It was the look of someone who would have happily pulled the trigger had the tables been turned.

“I’ll kill you for this, Andrew. I’ll fucking kill you and I’ll laugh while I’m doing it.” Terry backed off to his car and climbed in behind the wheel. He gunned the engine, the sound echoing around the yard.

Her father kept the gun levelled at Terry as though he half expected him to act on his promise there and then. He didn’t relax until Terry had reversed and swung the car violently back towards the road.

“What did you do this time, Andrew? You said you’d sorted it all out.” There was a note of real fear in Mum’s voice.

“I did. It’s not my fault that things went to shit.”

Willow tuned out as her parents started to bicker. From the corner of her eye, she caught her brother watching her, the way he tracked her movements making her uncomfortable. Rather than let him know he was getting under her skin, she slid her headphones on over her ears and slipped back into the house.
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Sitting on the bottom of the stairs, she slid her stockinged feet back and forth across the tile floor. Her mother and father were arguing in the kitchen. Turning up the volume on her iPhone, she let a Nine Inch Nails song wash over her. With the beat pounding in her ears, it was almost comical watching her parents wave their arms around, their faces contorted in rage.

They’d been at it since Terry had left. Willow had taken a walk across the field out back in the hopes it would have blown over by the time she returned. Instead, in her absence, her the argument had only gained steam.

Her father’s face contorted as he turned away and stormed across the kitchen. His complexion was normally a bit ruddy, but today it practically glowed purple. It reminded Willow of the Ribena berries adverts she skipped on YouTube. If he kept looking like that, he was going to wind up having some kind of seizure. Marilyn had looked a little like that when she’d had her seizure in school. It had scared Willow shitless watching her friend flop around on the floor.

Something touched her shoulder, and she jerked forward. Andy lifted his hands, as if in surrender. His mouth moved but Willow couldn’t hear anything he said. Grudgingly, she slipped her Skullcandy headphones off her ears and let them hang around her neck.

“Terry really knows how to kick the hornets’ nest.” He kept his voice deliberately low. Why he was bothering to keep quiet made no sense; it wasn’t as though their parents would hear them. A brass band could march through the hall and they would still continue to psychologically score points against one another.

“Whatever.” Willow rolled her eyes and got up from her place on the stairs. “I’m going to my room.” Andy let her pass, but she could feel him following close behind her on the stairs.

She reached the landing and picked up her pace, her socked feet moving quickly over the carpeted floor. Turning into her bedroom she started to close the door, but Andy jammed his shoulder against the wood, halting her.

Raised voices drifted up the stairs as the fight downstairs continued.

“Get out!” She pressed herself against the door and used her weight to push it closed. For one perfect moment she thought she’d managed it, only for Andy to decide he was done screwing around.

Rather than leave, he thumped the door hard, sending her crashing back onto the floor.

“Asshole!” Pain speared up through her wrist and arm as she landed awkwardly. Their parents’ fight continued but the sound became muted as Andy closed the door behind him, sealing them inside the room together. Willow waited for someone to come and check on her. The noise of her landing on the floor should have been enough to get their attention. Then again, they never heard her. Nobody did.

Grinning at her, Andy sauntered into the room as if he owned the place. Willow’s blood began to boil. Andy was the golden child. In their parent’s eyes he could do no wrong. When he’d announced that he was going to study some bullshit Agriculture course in Newcastle, they’d all but thrown a parade in his honour. But if they knew what their precious little angel child was really up to, they might not have been so thrilled.

He threw himself down on her bed and propped his arms behind his head, the picture of ease.

“Get out, Andy, or I swear⁠—”

“Or what? The parentals are too busy ripping chunks out of each other to care about you. It’s just you and me, Wills.” His smile turned predatory. “Come and lie here with me.” He patted the bedspread next to him. “Like we used to.”

An icy finger of fear traced a pattern down Willow’s spine. Scooting backwards on the floor, she shook her head. “No thanks. Don’t you have to head back to Uni? Won’t what’s-her-name be eager to see you?”

“Her name is Cecelia. And she’s always eager to see me.” He sighed and turned his long-suffering expression upwards to the ceiling. “Cece is a nice girl, unlike you.”

“Fuck you!” Willow spat the words out before she could stop herself.

Andy sat up and swung his legs onto the floor. “Come here.”

“No. Get out, Andy. I mean it.” Seeing the look that crossed his face, Willow quickly added, “I’ve got a load of homework to finish. Andy, please…”

“I said come here.” The edge in his voice turned her stomach. “I want to play a game.”

“This isn’t right. Please, just leave me alone.” Willow hated the way her voice shook.

“We can do it the nice way, or⁠—”

“I’ll tell them about you,” Willow said, fear making her tongue loose.

Andy started to laugh, the sound causing the hairs to stand on the back of her neck. She knew what would come next if she didn’t do something to stop him.

“They won’t believe you. You’re the problem child, remember? They’ll think you’re using again.”

“No, I mean I’ll tell them what you’re really up to.” Willow met his gaze head on. His smile slowly faded as her meaning sank in.

“You don’t know shit.”

“I know a lot more than you think. And I’ve got the proof, too. You really should pick a better password.”

She expected him to swear at her. She expected violence and rage. Instead, she was greeted with silence. And Willow wasn’t sure which was worse. At least anger was predictable. This, whatever it was, scared her.

Her heart climbed into her throat as he stared her down. And then, like somebody flipped a switch inside his brain, Andy’s expression shifted, and he stood. “You’re no fun, Wills. I preferred you when you were getting high.” Pausing at the door, he stared down at her, his gaze unreadable. When his phone beeped, Willow jumped. “Later loser.” He slammed the door behind him, leaving her alone.

She stayed frozen in place on the floor, not knowing if he was really gone or if he was just fucking with her. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d tricked her. She closed her eyes in a pathetic attempt to stop the memory from replaying in her brain. But it replayed anyway, as it always did when she didn’t want it to.

The only thing that had worked to quiet the memories was when she would get high. But she’d given that up.

As the minutes slowly ticked by, she grew braver. Getting slowly to her feet, she grabbed her chair and dragged it cautiously to the bedroom door. Her hands shook as she pushed the backrest beneath the doorknob, securing it.

Finally, she stepped back. Her heart continued to thump in her chest. Satisfied he was really gone, Willow felt tears well in her eyes. She would not cry. She’d done enough of that in the past.

But as she stood alone in the middle of her bedroom, the tears came anyway.
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Four Days Later

Willow couldn’t sleep. Wind howled around the house, rattling the windows in their frames. Through an open gap in the curtains, she could see the trees outside as they swayed and bent practically double. It didn’t take long for the rain to come. It fell heavy and hard, hammering off the tiled roof over her head.

Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried to concentrate on her own breathing, but the noise of the storm was much too loud for that. Rolling onto her side, she snatched her headphones from the bedside table. A noise from downstairs caused her to still. She stayed propped on one elbow, straining to see in the darkness of her room as she waited for another noise.

It’s just the storm. Stop being a baby.

Rolling her eyes at her own foolishness, she flopped onto her back and settled the headphones over her ears. Music would drown out the sounds of the storm and it would help her sleep. The light from the phone screen burned her eyes but it only took a second to find the album she needed. Sliding the phone under her pillow, she closed her eyes as the music swelled in her ears.
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It was still dark when she woke again. Something had pulled her from sleep, but her brain felt like mush. The lingering cobwebs of her dreams clung to her mind, making it difficult to discern reality from fantasy. The music was muffled, the headphones having slid off one ear as she’d tossed and turned in the bed.

A dull thud pulled her consciousness to the surface. Glancing towards the door, she expected to see it closed. Instead, it sat ajar. For a moment, she could have sworn she saw a face peering through the gap. Then it was gone.

Fear spiked her adrenaline. Sitting bolt upright in the bed, she pulled the covers close to her body. Her movements knocked the headphones completely from her head and down onto the floor next to the bed.

It was a dream. It had to be a dream. But a dream didn’t explain the door being partially open. She had definitely closed it; she was certain of it. It was part of her nightly ritual. She always closed the door and placed the chair beneath the doorknob and⁠—

But Andy was back in Newcastle now. He’d gone back up there the day after Terry Phillips had called to the house. And with him no longer in the house, she had stopped ritually putting the chair behind the door.

The wind rattled the windows, making her jump, and the door drifted closed as though moved by an invisible hand.

The wind. The wind had blown the door open. Relief made her sag back against the pillows.

You are such an idiot. And she did feel like a fool. Imagine being such a drama queen that you conjured a face in the darkness. Pulling her phone from its place under the pillow, she contemplated sending a message to the group chat but quickly chickened out. She would never hear the end of it if she shared her silly scare.

Scooting up in bed, she reached for her cold cup. She’d wanted a Stanley Cup, but her parents had refused on the grounds that it was a ridiculous expense. She’d found a dupe online, and while it wasn’t perfect, something was better than nothing. She sipped at the contents but was disappointed to discover the water was lukewarm. So much for being a cold cup.

Of course, if Andy had asked for one, Mum would have turned the world upside down to get it for him.

Swinging her legs out of the bed, she took the cup with her and made her way to the hall. The house was cloaked in darkness, and she felt along the wall to the top of the stairs. Something moved in the gloom at the bottom of the steps. Willow’s heart leapt into her throat as she watched the shadows coalesce into a human shape. It moved steadily up the stairs towards her.

Dropping her cup, she fled.

“Mum! Dad!” She barely took a breath as she ran for her parents’ bedroom door. They would know what to do.

“Mum!”

Exploding through the bedroom door, she was surprised to find the lights on. She turned to the bed and faltered.

“Mummy…” Her voice broke off in a whimper as Willow took in the sight of her mother tied spreadeagled to the bed. Her face was bloodied, her blonde hair streaked with red. One of her eyes was swollen almost entirely shut. She turned her head in Willow’s direction and opened her mouth, but only blood bubbled past her lips.

Willow took a step towards the bed, her hands reaching automatically for her mother.

She felt the air shift behind her. adrenaline tuning her nerves to every micro movement in the environment. She tried to turn, but he was on her before she could take a step. His weight and momentum took her down, and Willow hit the carpet, the air rushing from her lungs before she could think to scream.

Scrambling forwards, she clawed at the floor with such desperation that she didn’t feel her nails break as they tore against the carpet fibres.

Fight.

She wanted to live. Her exams were coming up, and she had so many plans. So many things she wanted to do. So many places she wanted to visit.

Something struck the side of her head. Hard enough to cause an explosion of white that obscured her vision.

No, not like this. She had so much left to do.

There was so much of her life left to live.

She’d never been in love.

Never even kissed a boy she liked.

“Mummy…”

The darkness closed around her, narrowing her vision to a pin prick of light.

She was afraid.

So utterly afraid.

And so completely alone.

He hit her again.

Willow knew she was going to die.

And she was terrified.


CHAPTER TWO




"Jezza, pull that mask down over your mouth, man. What the heck do you think you're playing at? Do you want people to recognise you?"

Jeremy glared at Mark and quickly realised the combined darkness from the interior of the van and the balaclava covering most of his face prevented Mark from seeing his expression. 

"I told you before, I'll pull it down when we get out." Jeremy huffed a breath. The mask was much too warm and made breathing virtually impossible in the stuffy van. “Why do I have to ride in the back anyway? It's like Satan's ball sack back here."

"Because I didn't fancy us all being crammed up here in the front like sardines in a can." Mark settled down into his seat. From Jeremy's position in the back, he could only see the top of his mate's head. "Plus, it's much better this way, you know, in case of dash cam footage," Mark said airily, as though that explained everything. As far as Jeremy was concerned it explained nothing. 

“Simon, mate, turn up the radio. I fucking love this song,” Mark barked the order at the tall, lanky bloke hunched over the steering wheel. Simon did as he was told without question.

It had been a long time since Jeremy had done anything like this. His misspent youth had been put behind him long ago.

The van rattled over a pothole, and Jeremy swore violently as he was tossed from his precarious position on top of Mark's toolbox. He hit the floor of the van with a dull thud, pain spreading quickly up through his arse and into his spine. 

"Hold on back there," Mark called back. The two men upfront started to laugh.

Grumbling under his breath, Jeremy pulled himself back onto the toolbox. Grease smeared his hands, and he swore under his breath as he wiped it away on his black Nike jogging bottoms.

This was madness. He did not belong here, not anymore. Yet he’d agreed to this run. There had been a time when doing things like this had felt exciting. Now, the thrill was well and truly dead.

But what choice did he have? Kelly had just entered her second trimester. He still remembered the day she’d told him he was going to be a dad. Just thinking about it caused a swell of pride and joy to expand in his chest. He had responsibilities now. She was counting on him. But getting laid off from his IT job had not exactly done them any favours financially.

Sweat beaded beneath the balaclava. Without thinking, he jammed his fingers beneath the itchy wool fabric and scratched. The smell of grease invaded his nostrils, and he swore silently.

When Mark had approached him about the job, he'd thought somebody up there must be looking out for him. But now that he was here, in the back of the dark van, he was sure he’d made a huge mistake.

Was Mark taking advantage of his change in circumstances and just using him for his unique skillset? Definitely.

Whatever friendship had existed between them was long dead. Mark wasn’t the forgiving type, and when Jeremy had snatched Kelly out from under his friend’s nose, Mark had cut him off. Until now.

He was no fool. Mark would screw him over the first chance he got. There had been a time when they would have done anything for each other, but that time was gone.

The van's progress slowed to a crawl. When Simon killed the engine, the van continued to coast before coming to a rocking halt. Jeremy crouched next to the doors and waited for Mark to open them. The sound of another car engine falling silent told Jeremy that the rest of the crew had arrived. 

Quiet laughter drifted through the heavy doors to where Jeremy sat. Anger spread in his chest as he listened to the others making plans. After what felt like an age, his anger finally got the better of him and he rapped on the doors. 

The laughter and happy chatter ceased instantly. Boots on gravel told Jeremy that somebody was approaching. A moment later, the doors swung open to reveal Mark and a couple of the others gathered in the lane with their vans and trailers.

"What the fuck, Jezza? Have you lost your mind. Someone might hear."

"They'll hear you lot first," Jeremy said, his tone sour. “Have you all gone soft? Why are you out here laughing and joking like we're going to a football match and that we’re not about to go and nick some stuff."

"We were being careful," Mark said. His glanced back at the others and they nodded. "You really have gone rusty, haven't you?"

"Fuck off," Jeremy said under his breath.

Mark's smile faded from his lips. In the darkness, his eyes were black and glittering. "Come again?"

"Give over, Mark. Stop trying to come on all tough just because⁠—"

Mark grabbed him by the front of his black jacket and jerked him from the van.  Jeremy hit the ground hard enough to feel gravel dig into his palms.

“What the fuck, Mark—” Jeremy didn’t get the chance to finish speaking. Mark yanked him upright. He barely managed to keep his footing as his oldest friend slammed him against the door of the vehicle. 

"You think this is an act?" Mark's smile had returned, but it lacked warmth. 

Jeremy made to grab at his mate, but Mark slammed him against the door again, the metal groaning under the assault.

Gasping for air as Mark tightened the grip on his neck, Jeremy tried to shrug out of the other man's grip but found it impossible.

Mark was still as short as ever. He only came up to Jeremy's chin, and in the past, Jeremy had used his size to intimidate his vertically challenged friend. But now. the tables had turned, and Jeremy found himself at the mercy of the other man.

In his dark clothes, Mark appeared gaunt. Where he had once been slim, he was now wiry and strong.

When had Mark become so powerful? Jeremy thought. Come to think of it, when had Mark become so aggressive?

"Look, I was just saying—" Jeremy’s voice was high-pitched and breathy.

"You just thought you could be the big man," Mark said. He leaned in, pressing up into Jeremy's face until his nose was inches away. The smell of sour cream and onion crisps wafted over Jeremy's face, and he struggled not to retch. "I brought you in as a favour. But I'm not seeing any gratitude, Jezza. Instead, all I'm hearing is bellyaching and a whole lot of bitching.”

"I'm sorry," Jeremy said. He hated being forced to apologise to Mark. It felt wrong. He'd always been the stronger one, the tougher one, more outgoing one. As teenagers, Jeremy had taken Mark under his wing, helping him find his place in the gang. And when Mark had stepped out of line, Jeremy had been only too happy to correct him. 

Now, everything was different. 

Rather than wilt when Jeremy left the gang, Mark had grown. He was harder now, tougher, stronger. And, Jeremy realised as he glanced over Mark's shoulder to the others gathered nearby, well respected.

Mark shoved against him and Jeremy lost his footing so that he hung from Mark's grip. Belatedly, Jeremy realised he needed to get his old school friend back on side, and sharpish. 

"What was that?" Mark asked, adding a little shake that caused Jeremy's teeth to rattle in his head. "I can't hear you."

"I'm sorry, mate," Jeremy managed to squeeze the words out.

Mark stared at him, his gaze flat and emotionless. He let go suddenly, and Jeremy slumped to the stony ground. The sharp gravel dug into his knees as he struggled to catch his breath. 

"That's what I thought," Mark said. His mouth stretched into a wide cruel grin. Turning to the others, he started to hand out orders.

Readjusting his jacket, Jeremy slowly climbed to his feet. Mark elbowed him out of the way as though he were nothing more than excess baggage taking up precious space. Rubbing his throat, Jeremy watched as the necessary tools were distributed. 

Mark handed out signal repeaters and consoles—necessary for hacking the central locking systems in the cars they'd planned to steal—and from the back of the van, he pulled out a couple of crowbars and other useful items. 

"What do you need me to do?" Jeremy asked, as the others cleared off, their footsteps fading into the darkness.

"You can come with me," Mark said. "Unless you've got some other smart-arse response?"

Jeremy shook his head and gazed down at his shoes. 

"Here then, take this." Mark thrust a baseball bat into his hands before reaching back into the van and pulling out a crowbar and a sawn-off shotgun. 

"Shit, mate, what are you planning to do with that?" Jeremy stared at the shotgun as fear curled in the pit of his stomach. 

"This?" Mark gazed down at the gun. "This is just in case."

"In case of what?"

"In case we run into trouble." Mark narrowed his eyes at him. "What's your problem? You used to be cool with this kind of thing."

"That was a long time ago," Jeremy said quietly. "But even then, you weren't carrying a gun, Mark."

Mark shrugged. "Times change. These farmers are often armed. I'm just levelling the playing field is all."

Jeremy contemplated continuing the argument but the look on Mark's face suggested he should let it drop. Mark closed the van doors quietly and locked up. "You and me, we're going to have a look inside the house. I know a good way in.”

“How could you know a way into the house?”

“A little birdy told me about it. I did my homework, checked some things out and I happen to know there’s something better in the house. And that’s why I need you.” There was something in the sly way he spoke that made Jeremy uneasy.

"I thought this was all about stealing the Range Rover and quad bikes?"

“Mostly. But I happen to know this bloke has a safe in the bedroom.”

“So that’s why you asked me to come in.” Jeremy felt his stomach fall as he followed Mark along the path. 

"Now you're catching on." Mark punched him playfully on the arm. "I knew the old Jezza was in there somewhere."

"I don't do stuff like that anymore, Mark. I went legit.”

"Well, tonight you do."

Jeremy bit his tongue and followed Mark. They left the lane and vaulted over a low wall that sat alongside a field. Jeremy followed his old friend as they kept low and ran across the open space that lay at the back of the house. 

A few moments later, Jeremy hopped the fence that led into the garden that lay to the back of the property. "Looks like they're still up," he whispered. He stared up at the house. All but one of the windows were wreathed in darkness. “We can’t go in if they’re up.”

"Ignore it," Mark said quietly. "They leave that light on all the time. It doesn't mean anything."

"Are you sure?" Jeremy asked as they crept closer to the house. He expected the rest of the house lights to come on at any moment, and the owner to appear at the window. He waited a few moments, but nothing happened. Slowly but surely, his heart rate slowed to a crawl. Maybe Mark was right and no one was home. 

It made sense. Mark was a risk-taker, and always had been, but he wasn't stupid. He wouldn’t want to get caught red handed. 

"Of course I'm fucking sure," Mark whispered. "Now come on. We don't have all night."

Jeremy traced his friend's footsteps up to a small side door. “If we break that glass, they’re going to hear us.” 

“We don't need to break anything.” Mark grinned at him.

With a gloved hand, Mark reached out and pushed on the door, allowing it to swing inwards with an eerie creak. 

"I've got a really bad feeling about this," Jeremy said. His heartbeat had started to pick up its pace as he stared into the impenetrable gloom beyond the doorway.

"You've got a bad feeling about everything," Mark said. He fished a flashlight out of his rucksack. "You need to lighten up." He flicked the flashlight on and aimed the beam directly in Jeremy’s face. “Get it? Lighten up.”

Jeremy wasn’t having any of it. The situation was too serious. "Mark, think about it. Who leaves their door open?"

Chuckling, Mark glanced at him. “You’ll see soon enough.”

"We should leave. We'll take the Range Rovers and--"

"Jezza, you’ve heard it said that you shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. Well this, my friend, is the gift horse.”

“This doesn’t feel right,” Jeremy said beneath his breath. If Mark heard him, he certainly gave no indication of it. Instead, the smaller man slipped inside and disappeared into the shadows. Seeing no other option, Jeremy followed. 

The smell hit him as he moved into a large farm style kitchen. The putrid stench coated the inside of his mouth, invading his nose and clinging to his hair. Raising his arm, he buried his mouth and nose in the crook of his elbow to block the worst of it, but to no avail. It was everywhere, and no matter what Jeremy did, there was no escaping the putrid air.

He spotted Mark moving quickly and quietly ahead of him. The other man seemed utterly unconcerned by the smell that surrounded them.

Hurrying to catch up, Jeremy touched Mark's shoulder before he could slip out into the hall. "What the fuck is that smell?"

When Mark glanced back at him, Jeremy swore he spotted something akin to joy pass through his accomplice’s eyes. It was gone in an instant and the callous expression returned, making Mark appear almost inhuman.

Jeremy took a step back as Mark shrugged away from him. “No clue. Maybe something died in the walls, or under the floorboards." There was something in the tone of his voice that made Jeremy’s hair rise on the back of his neck.

If it were true, Jeremy thought, the dead something would have to be huge. And how could anyone live alongside a stench so foul? How could they sleep in a house with this foul odour invading every corner of it?

"Nah, this ain't right," Jeremy said. "There's something really off about all of this, Mark. I think we should cut our losses and go." He thought about Kelly at home. And, in that moment, he wished he’d never agreed to this stupid idea.

"If you fucking bail on me now, I'll put a tip into the police that this here was your doing,” Mark said. His voice was low and controlled and the flat, dead look was back in his eyes. 

"You can't threaten me like that," Jeremy spluttered, indignation warming his cheeks beneath the balaclava.

"Yeah, I can. And you know I mean it." There was a coldness to Mark's voice that chilled Jeremy to the bone. 

“You wouldn’t.” Jeremy tried to play down his concern.

“With you out of the picture, mate, Kelly is fair game.” Mark leaned closer. “And with you inside and that little baby on the way, it wouldn’t take much to have her begging on her knees. Desperate times and all that. She’d do whatever I wanted.”

“You leave her out of this.” Jeremy’s voice was thick with emotion.

Mark’s laughter washed over him like a bucket of ice water.

"Whatever." Jeremy pushed past Mark and made for the hall. As he shoved open the door and stepped out onto the flagstones, he was hit by the sour smell like a slap in the face. It was stronger here, the pungent scent making him think that somebody had allowed raw meat to rot in the space. He swept the beam from his flashlight along the hall floor, the light instantly picked out a wide rusty streak that ran the length of the corridor. 

Jeremy stumbled, and it took all of his strength to remain on his feet. He backed up into Mark who forced him forwards with a rough shove.

Mark followed him into the hall, the sweep of the flashlight picking out the dark brown streaks smeared across the floor. He moved his beam over the walls, showing the splatters that had spread across the beige paint. Amid the splatters, Jeremy could make out a handprint.

"Jesus Christ." Jeremy's eyes watered as he stared at the mess. "We need to leave, Mark."

"No, we need to finish. He's already dead."

Jeremy turned slowly and stared at the man opposite. He couldn't make out Mark's facial features beneath the balaclava, but he could see from the nonchalant shrug that Mark didn’t care. 

"You knew?"

"I told you I'd done my homework. Of course I knew."

"So, you’ve seen this before? You knew and you brought us back here?” Another thought struck him suddenly. "Did you do this?"

Mark shook his head. "Nah. Come on, we need to get a move on."

Mark took the stairs, moving up them quickly and confidently. His familiarity with the space made Jeremy doubt the veracity of his story. He contemplated moving down the hall, following the blood to its ultimate conclusion. But at the last moment he changed his mind. Whatever lay at the end of that rust-coloured path was not something he needed to see. 

Jeremy turned away and followed Mark up the stairs. He reached the upper landing quickly and quietly. The smell was equally as terrible up here and Jeremy found his steps slowing as he approached the room Mark was moving around in. 

Jeremy pushed open the bedroom door with his flashlight to reveal what had once been a pleasant, bright space. A large four-poster bed dominated the centre of the room. 

Mark was working at the opposite side of the room. He'd already lifted a large canvas from the wall and was standing to one side, his gaze pinned on Jeremy as he crept into the space. 

From the corner of his eye, Jeremy could see the mound on the bed. He kept his gaze trained on Mark, refusing to turn his head towards the scene spread out in the centre of the room. 

"Poor bitch," Mark said nonchalantly. "Come on, I need you to open this for me." He gestured to a safe that was set into the wall.

"Mark, I don't think I can--"

"Jesus H Christ. Do I have to do everything myself?"

"This isn't right, we need to call someone." Jeremy accidentally glanced in the direction of the bed. His gorge rose in his throat as his brain quickly assimilated the image of the woman spread across the bed. 

With eyes watering, Jeremy spun away and ran for the door. Mark beat him to it, catching him in the doorframe. He wrapped his arm around Jeremy’s head and frog-marched him back into the middle of the room.

"You'll do this, Jezza, mate, or you'll wind up like that silly bitch on the bed." Mark tightened his grip on Jeremy's neck, forcing him to look towards the bed. Jeremy caught a glimpse of blonde hair tarnished with brown rust. Hands that were a purple-black colour splayed out on the bedspread. 

"I'm going to be sick..."

“For fuck’s sake.” Mark pushed him in the direction of the en-suite. “When did you get so fucking soft?”

Stumbling and struggling to take shallow breaths, Jeremy thrust open the door. The sight that greeted him appeared as though it had bled straight from his nightmares and into reality.

The remains of a naked, kneeling body was draped over the edge of the bath tub. A dark film had formed over the surface of the bathwater, making it appear as though the body was slowly being sucked into the oily depths.

“Never seen human soup before?” Mark said from the bedroom.

Unable to keep it in any longer, Jeremy vomited. 

"See, if we call someone now, they'll know you were here."

Gagging, Jeremy fought the acrid vomit that burned in his nose and prickled in the back of his throat. Half moaning, half crying, he turned away. But when he closed his eyes, he could still see the body.

"Are you going to do as you're told?" Mark crouched in front of him.

Jeremy nodded, barely able to see through his blurred vision. 

"Good lad." Mark patted him on the back as he shoved him in the direction of the safe.

Jeremy wiped his eyes with the back of his gloved hand. The smell in the room was stuck in the back of his throat, and every breath he took made the situation worse. It was the image of the small body on its knees, half in and half out of the bath, that had burned itself onto the inside of his eyelids.

"Did you do this?” Jeremy kept his gaze averted from the remains on the bed as he crossed to the safe. It had been years since he'd tried to crack one open. He wasn't even sure he could do it anymore. Some skills needed to be used frequently, or they were lost over time, and Jeremy was sure his expertise in safe cracking had all but disappeared by now. 

If he couldn’t crack it, then what? Would Mark be true to his word? Would he tell the police that everything here was his doing? Or would he do worse?

"Me? Nah, mate. Can't say that I'm too upset though. Whoever did these three in did us all a favour. This score will be the best we've ever had."

So, the question remained, did Jeremy believe what Mark was saying? He gagged again as he studied the safe. Combination lock. A digital lock, despite the obvious difficulties it would have posed, would have been easier. They usually came with a reset button, designed to assist forgetful owners in retrieving their precious items. That design fail-safe allowed him to change the code without too much difficulty. 

But a combination lock, like the one facing him, required a special touch. There had been a time in his life when he had taken great pride in his ability to pop open a combination safe in a matter of minutes. But as rusty as he was now, he wasn't convinced he would manage to crack even one of the numbers, never mind all three.

If it hadn't been set securely into the wall, Jeremy would have suggested that they take it with them. At least then, he would have had time to work on the lock without the stress of being in a house with three decomposing bodies. But he had a feeling Mark would not be interested in trying to move the safe.

He glanced over his shoulder at Mark, who had dragged the vanity stool over to the side of the bed. Jeremy watched him, noting the way he rummaged through the deceased occupant’s belongings without a care in the world.

Despite Mark's assertions that the murders were not his handiwork, Jeremy found his ease around the dead bodies suspicious. How could he be so cold and callous?

"I'm not going to get this open," Jeremy said finally.

Mark barely looked at him. "Yeah, you are."

"Mark, it's not like the movies. It's really fucking complicated."

"Why do you think I brought you in? Nobody else can break a safe like you, mate. So, hop to it."

Jeremy made to step away from the safe, but Mark levelled the sawn-off shotgun at his chest. "That wasn't a request, Jezza. Open the safe or you're going to become so much human soup, like the body in the bathroom."

Jeremy contemplated his options. “And if I really can’t do it.”

Mark shrugged. “I believe in you…”

Unable to see another option, Jeremy turned back to the safe. As impossible as it appeared, he had to do it.

Mark slid a bag across the floor to him. “These might help.”


CHAPTER THREE




Shivering, Drew pulled his coat on and huddled down inside it. They'd promised to fix the heating in the office sooner rather than later and yet, more than a week later, they still showed no signs of reconnecting the system. 

It was practically Baltic. Drew took a chance and shot a sneaky look in the direction of Gregson's office, but the blinds were shut, making it impossible to tell if the Monk was feeling the cold like the rest of them. Knowing the Monk, he'd have icicles hanging from his nose hairs before he'd admit that there was a problem.

Drew leaned back in his chair and surveyed the rest of the room. Most of the desks sat empty, the other officers suddenly occupied with work that took them outside the confines of the ice tundra the office had turned into. 

Pinching the bridge of his nose, Drew returned his attention to the report. Perhaps if he stared down at it for long enough, he could intimidate it into making sense. No such luck. 

With a sigh, he stretched. Despite spending the better part of an hour on it, he wasn’t making any headway. 

"Guv, Jodie has an update on the CCTV from the local business in the area of the attack." Arya's voice cut through Drew's concentration. 

"Great." He spun around on his chair and stood. Anything that would get him out of the Arctic Circle was good, as far as he was concerned. 

"Jodie told me not to say anything but you're not going to like what she's got for you," Maz said. 

"Sounds like another depressing dead end," Drew said under his breath. Rather than dwell on the depressing titbit of news Arya had shared with him, Drew decided to make his own fun.

"When did it stop being Ms Meakin and become Jodie?"  

Rosy colour spread across Maz's face and disappeared into his hairline. "Most of us are on a first name basis, so..." He fumbled his way over the words. "Sorry, guv, won't happen again."

"I'm just having a laugh, Arya. No need to be so serious." 

Maz nodded, but Drew could tell from the serious set of his colleague’s mouth that he'd made a significant misstep. Just another perfect example of putting my foot in it, he thought. He followed close on Maz's heels as the DS made for Jodie's domain. 

The moment they crossed the hall and stepped into the room, Drew felt the change in temperature instantly. While the rest of the office was forced to operate in near freezing temperatures, Jodie's office space was positively balmy. Not that the heating system was working on this side of the hall either. The warmth, Drew noted, had more to do with the sheer volume of computer equipment Ms Meakin was operating. 

Several large server banks had been moved into the office. And Jodie's personal computer setup would have put any high budget sci-fi show to shame. Drew followed Maz to the desk. Just what did she need with so much computer gear? And how much of their operational budget was going to its upkeep?

Jodie never bothered to look up from her place at the computer. "Sit." The command pulled a small smile from Drew as he stood next to her desk. 

"DS Arya says you've got something to show me." As Drew spoke, he watched in abject fascination as her fingers flew over the keyboard. Each keystroke added to the lines of characters crossing the screen at the kind of speed Drew couldn't hope to follow. 

"Sit."

Drew glanced at Arya who rubbed his hand awkwardly across the back of his neck. "Jodie..."

She sighed and with a couple of extra flourishes on the keyboard the screen disappeared. "Do you realise what you've interrupted?" She barely glanced in Drew's direction and instead directed her ire in Maz's direction. "Do you know how hard it is to try and trace a signal that is being passed through several countries simultaneously?"

Maz shook his head. 

"Well, I do," she said. "I'll have to start over."

"Do I want to know what you're trying to trace?" Drew eyed her computer screen with the kind of wariness he usually only reserved for poisonous snakes, or the tofu curries his sister tried to pass off as real chicken. 

She spun around in her chair and faced him. "Probably best to just let me see what I can come up with. If it's useful, great. If not, then it won't matter."

He contemplated arguing with her and then changed his mind. She was a force of nature, which considering the work they did was not a bad thing. Drew shot a surreptitious look in Arya's direction, confirming his earlier suspicions. The man was clearly smitten. On the other hand, Drew couldn't tell if Jodie reciprocated Maz's feelings, or if she was trying to keep her distance by doing her best impression of a human porcupine. 

"So, what bad news do you have for me re the CCTV footage?" Drew said.

She shot a sour look in Arya's direction, an expression that said, I told you not to say anything. From the corner of his eye, Drew caught Maz shrug at her. Watching them communicate silently between each other left Drew in the awkward position of having to either comment on it or pretend he didn’t see it. He chose the latter.

“They knew what they were doing,” Jodie said. “They picked this spot in particular because most of the businesses in the area don’t have working CCTV.”

“And how would they know that?” Drew folded his arms over his chest.

“They’ve probably got connections in the area,” Maz said.

“Or they’re the reason the CCTV doesn’t work on that stretch of road.”

“What kind of a radius are we talking here?” Drew leaned over her shoulder, his gaze darting over the aerial map of the area surrounding the attack on DI Appleton.

Despite Melissa telling him that it wasn’t his fault, Drew still felt the weight of guilt resting on his shoulders. He could have done more. He should have done more.

“It’s this whole block.” Jodie indicated a section on the map.

“And what about the traffic cameras on both ends. There’s a junction right there. Can we not pull some footage from the cameras there?”

Jodie shot him a withering look. “I thought of that already. But it seems the cameras were knocked out due to a collision at the junction.”

“What kind of collision?”

“I had to request the footage from East Yorkshire Motor Service. I just got it this morning.”

“And?” Drew tried to keep the impatience from his voice.

Jodie tapped through the footage quickly. “Looks like somebody decided to skip the traffic queue coming into the junction. They hop the kerb back here.” Jodie spooled backwards on the CCTV from a bus before hitting play.

The angle was poor. Leaning closer, Drew squinted at the screen. A white Ford Transit van skipped the line of cars and careened into the lights. Despite doing damage, made obvious by the sudden shift in the pole, the van reversed and then accelerated into the pole a second time.

“They misjudged their escape here.” From the bus camera, Drew spotted the Ford van as it attempted to reverse a third time. It clipped a car on the right, causing it to spin into oncoming traffic. Within seconds, the junction was in complete chaos.

Drew kept his attention fixed on the white Ford van as it ploughed through the commotion, leaving behind its front bumper. A moment later, the van disappeared from the bus camera’s view.

“Can you track it?”

“No need,” Jodie said. Her fingers moved seamlessly over the keyboard. “Somebody reported a van on fire in a field a few miles outside Scarborough.”

“But the camera was probably still working,” Drew said, nodding towards the still image of the mobile traffic camera. “I’ve seen worse.”

“After they cleaned up the mess on the junction, they disabled the lights and the camera for repair.” Jodie hit a key and a clear image of a photo ID showing a serious looking middle-aged man with a ginger beard appeared on the screen.

“Do we know who that is? Is he legit?”

Jodie nodded. “I did a cross-reference check. It all looks above board. The camera was due to be replaced, but due to budget constraints that hasn’t yet happened.”

“Shit,” Drew said. “Have we got anything?”

Jodie looked sceptical. “Not really.”

“What about putting out an appeal for people in the area who might have dash cam footage from the night?” Maz looked from Drew to Jodie.

“That could work,” Jodie said. “As long as we can find someone with the right angles and the necessary footage.”

“You two can arrange that,” Drew said. “There’s someone I need to have a chat with.” He started for the door and then thought better of it. “And someone should bring in the bloke who disabled the camera on the lights.”

“I’ve already looked into him, he’s clean,” Jodie said.

Drew smiled at her. “I’d still feel better if we brought him in for a friendly chat.”

“But I—” Jodie’s protest was cut off as Maz nudged her shoulder.

“Consider it done, guv,” Arya said. “I’ll have a uniform bring him in.”

“Good.” Some of the tension left Drew’s shoulders.

“Do you need anything else?” Maz made a half-hearted attempt to stand.

“No. Stay here and assist Ms Meakin.”

The relief on Maz's face was palpable as he sat back down. "We won't let you down, guv."

Shaking his head, Drew left the two of them to discuss their next move. Heading back to his desk, he grabbed his keys and signed out of his computer. Scrolling through his text messages with Harriet, he found the number she'd given him. 

He didn't make the call until he'd left the office. Sliding in behind the steering wheel, he listened to the dial tone. It felt like a lifetime, but the phone finally clicked into voicemail. 

"Dr Tony Sheridan. Please leave your name and number and I'll get back to you as soon as possible."

"Dr Sheridan, my name is DI Drew Haskell with North Yorkshire police. I was given your number by a colleague. Dr Harriet Quinn. She said if I had an issue I could contact you. I'd appreciate if you could give me a call back at your earliest convenience." He left his number and hung up. 

Leaning back, he let his head loll back against the headrest. Was he doing the right thing? Harriet wasn't due back from Ireland for at least a few more days. And considering the complicated emotional maze she was navigating there, he did not want to heap more misery on her. But he needed some guidance.

He stared at the phone, willing it to ring. When it didn't, he sighed and started the engine. He'd gone this long; he could wait a little longer.


CHAPTER FOUR




He watched from the safety of the car as she got into her Kia and reversed from the driveway before leaving. Getting out, he scanned the residential street before strolling across the road. 

It took him only a moment to duck down the alley at the side of the house. Two minutes later, he had let himself in through the back gate.

With the bitch at work, he would have the house to himself. He kept a close eye on the neighbours’ windows. He didn’t need some nosey curtain twitchers letting her know he'd been around. He shoved the key into the lock and let himself in through the back door. 

It swung open to reveal a messy kitchen. The sink was piled high with dishes. She was a grubby bitch. And to think she had kicked him out of his own house. And for what? 

It wasn't his fault things were rough on the work front. Times were hard, and most people were struggling to keep their heads above water. Yet, she had blamed him, instead of putting the blame squarely where it belonged; the fucking government were the ones running the country into the ground.

The smell of her perfume still lingered in the kitchen. It tugged at his senses and when his body responded, it only served to make him angrier. Crossing to the fridge, he pulled the door open and scanned its contents.

Too lazy to do a proper shop, he noted. He grabbed two cans of Coke from the door and jammed them into the pockets of his hoodie. Reaching back in, he grabbed the last Dairylea Dunker and ripped off the lid. Licking the soft cheese from the top, he felt his rage deepen. For a moment, he contemplated leaving the discarded lid inside the fridge, a little inconvenience that would irritate her and make her question the kids.

In the end, he took the lid and dropped it into the bottom of the bin. Carrying the plastic container of cheese with him through the house, he moved to the living room. His gaze drifted over the space. She'd changed everything around since he'd last been here. Crossing to the couch, he slumped down between the cushions and flicked on the telly.

Spreading crumbs around, he surfed through the channels, allowing his greasy fingers to linger over the buttons. 

Once he'd finished his snack and drunk the last of his Coke, he stood, leaving the television switched on as he started up the stairs. His bladder was full, a side effect of the Coke.

When he reached the landing, he ignored the two bedrooms to the left and started for the bathroom, but then paused, his attention fixed on the master bedroom at the end of the hall.

Pushing the door open, he was unsurprised to find the smell of her perfume stronger in here. Stepping inside, he closed the door behind him and crossed to her side of the bed. Leaning down, he brought his face to her pillow, inhaling the scent of her shampoo and the faint tang of her skin. His dick twitched in response.

The sight of his side of the bed, void of any of his personal belongings, sent a spike of hatred through him. How could she destroy their family? How could she be so stupid, so selfish? Depriving their children of their father.

Gritting his teeth, he yanked back the covers. A pair of satin pyjamas were folded neatly beneath the top pillow. She'd never worn anything like this for him. When they'd been together, she had always favoured oversized shapeless t-shirts that emphasised her lumpy body. Scooping up the scanty scrap of silk fabric that turned out to be a camisole, he stared at it. In his mind he could picture her wearing it. Silly cow probably thought she looked good wearing it, too.

He contemplated jamming it down the toilet, clogging up the bowl. The look of shock on her face would be priceless. Chuckling to himself, he made it halfway across the floor before halting. If he did that, she would know he'd been here. It would do nothing but cause problems and hinder his ability to come and go from the house whenever she was out.

His bladder niggled. 

No. He could do better.

Moving to the en-suite bathroom, he left the thin silk top hanging on the door handle. Pausing at the toilet, he unzipped his jeans and tugged out his semi-hard penis. There was something erotic about being here without her knowing it.

It took a moment for his body to respond and when it did, he let his head loll back as piss splashed against the side of the bowl. When he was finished, he didn't bother to shake himself off. Instead, he reached over to the silk pyjama top hanging on the door and wrapped the fabric around his sensitive glans as he shook out the final droplets. He then then proceeded to use the camisole to dry the remaining urine from the head of his penis. 

Only when he was satisfied did he tuck himself away, but he didn't bother to zip up his jeans. Walking back into the bedroom, he discarded the camisole on the end of the bed and pulled open the top drawer in the dresser. 

Bingo.

The inside of the drawer was filled with her knickers and bras. Taking out a small selection, he carried them back to the bed. Climbing on top of the sheets, he lay out on her side of the bed and shimmied his jeans down over his hips until his arse was pressed into the mattress. Grabbing the first lacy thong, he wrapped it around his length and began to masturbate.

He would make her pay. She would be sorry for the way she'd treated him. As he closed his eyes, the memory of what he'd done to the prostitute rose in his mind. It had been over much too quickly. He'd taken her so completely by surprise that she hadn't even attempted to fight back. 

If he was honest, the experience had been a little disappointing. He'd expected more. If she had fought back… The idea sent a cold shiver through him. He wanted a fight. He wanted to feel them struggle beneath him. He wanted to watch the realisation that they were trapped filling their eyes. He wanted to feel the panic as it took hold, feel their strength slowly ebb away as they struggled to survive. And then, the moment when they finally surrendered, when they finally knew there would be no escape, he would lock eyes with them and watch as their hope was extinguished right before he took everything from them.

The bitch would fight back. That much he knew for certain. If it had been her in the bed... he would have taken his time. Drawing it out, making it last. And when the time came, she would have known that he held her life in his hands. She would be sorry then.

A combination of rage and imagining the things he would do to her if he had the chance meant he didn't last very long. 

Using the underwear he'd taken from the drawer, he cleaned himself up, revelling in the sticky mess that soaked into her intimate garments. Satisfied, he settled down among the pillows and drifted off for a nap.

The incessant buzz of his phone pulled him from his sleep. Rolling over, he reached for the phone, but it wasn't in its usual spot. Unsettled, his eyes sprang open, and he stared at unfamiliar surroundings. It took him a moment to reorder his thoughts. His gaze landed on the soiled underwear, and he smiled.

The buzzing phone ceased, and he sat up. The light had dimmed outside and the drone from the television downstairs drifted up to him. 

"Shit." His voice was harsh and guttural as he noted the time on the bedside table. He snatched up his phone, panic swelling in his chest as he noted the number of missed calls and texts from her. 

The last text caused the blood in his veins to turn icy. She was on her way home.

"Fuck!" He sprang from the bed, the mattress springs protesting with a noise he recognised from when he'd still lived here.

Gathering up the underwear, he folded them haphazardly and stuffed them back into the dresser drawer. There was no time to relish the petty act. It wouldn't take her long to do the school pick-up and then return home. 

He turned and stared at the bed. Stupid, stupid. Struggling to straighten the sheets, he replaced her pyjamas where he'd found them. The bed didn't look as pristine as it had when he'd arrived. The art of bed making had never been one of his strengths.

With one final look at the bedroom, he left and clattered down the stairs, grabbing the empty Coke cans from where he'd discarded them on the couch. He dumped his rubbish into the bin. Returning to the living room, he switched off the television and plumped up the cushions.

It wasn't perfect, but it would have to do. She wouldn't notice, anyway. Not right away, and that was what he wanted. He wanted her to discover the little changes throughout the evening. 

He left the television remote in front of the television rather than replacing it where he'd found it in the little remote holder on the coffee table. From the moment she'd bought the holder, he had hated it. A pointless waste was what he'd thought when she'd returned home with it one evening. She'd seen it on some Yummy Mummy social media. He hadn't bothered to ask which one. As far as he could tell, one vapid internet slut was like every other.

Sidling back into the kitchen, he rummaged in the fridge a final time. A chilled pizza sat on the middle shelf, and he removed it. A kernel of guilt took root in his chest. This was probably intended as tea for the kids. Even for him, the idea of stealing food from his own children didn't sit well with him. For a moment, he contemplated replacing it and then changed his mind. Fuck her. If she was too lazy to go out and do a proper shop like a real mother would, that wasn't his fault. 

Perhaps this would teach her a lesson. If she was going to keep custody of his children, she needed to take better care of them. And anyway, he glanced down at the pizza, his lip curling with contempt, this was cheap junk food. Growing children need better, healthier food.

Slamming the fridge closed, he made his way to the back door and let himself out into the rain-soaked garden. The leaden sky hung low overhead and heavy water droplets began to fall from the clouds. Tugging up his hood, he hurried around the side of the house just as a car pulled into the drive. 

Swearing silently, he pressed his back against the red brick of the house and prayed she had remembered to bring her keys for the front door. If she hadn't, then it was game over.

Excited whoops met his ears, and he cringed back, wishing he could become invisible.

The clang of the front door made his heart sing. He waited a few minutes more, the rain soaking in through his clothes, before he darted out of his hiding place next to the house. The second he hit the street, he moved in the opposite direction of his car.

It had been stupid to leave it across the road. Stupid and careless. He made his way up the street, allowing his heart rate to slow down before he crossed the road and sauntered back the way he'd come.

Anyone looking out their window would see a man hurrying along in the rain. Nothing suspicious about that. Upon reaching the car, he slid in behind the steering wheel and slumped down in the driver's seat, his gaze fastened to the house across the road. There was no sign of the bitch, or any of the kids for that matter. 

Starting the engine, he deliberately kept his speed low as he pulled out into the street. Don't give it away now. 

His breathing slowed into a more relaxed pace as he turned off the street and headed for home. He'd done it. 

His mind was already coming up with plausible excuses for ignoring her calls and messages. It was simple really. He'd just tell her a job had come up. Two birds with one stone. If she suspected him of being in the house, the lie would put paid to those suspicions. 

His phone rang again, and he glanced down at it on the passenger seat next to the pizza, a smile playing around his mouth. The bitch. He contemplated answering, then changed his mind. She could wait. He was going home to have his tea.


CHAPTER FIVE




Melissa struggled with the sleeve on her freshly pressed, white shirt, her muscles crying out as she fought against the pain that lingered in her body.

Dorothy Appleton, or Dot as she preferred to be called, watched from the opposite side of the bed. “I really don’t agree with all of this.” She pursed her lips. “You’re doing it all wrong. Here, let me help." Melissa’s mother stood and moved quickly to her side.

Mum’s steel grey hair was cut short and as per usual was styled immaculately. They shared the same blue eyes but that was where the similarities ended. Where her mother's features were small and delicate, Melissa's were pronounced. 

"I don't know why you insist on wearing such drab colours," Mum said, tutting softly as she tried to assist Melissa.

"Mum, I'm fine." She gritted her teeth, forcing her arm to twist in the direction she wanted. Her mother sighed and jerked the shirt harshly. Pain rocketed up from Melissa’s elbow, spearing through her bruised shoulder before it spread through her battered and cracked ribs. She felt as though someone had doused her in molten metal. 

After the beating, Melissa had called her brother Roger. But as was typical of her brother, he was too busy with ‘family commitments’, mainly his wife and two kids and the woman he was seeing on the side, not to mention his own case load.

With no one else to turn to, Melissa had been forced to do the unthinkable. The call to her mother had been as uncomfortable as she’d expected. And even now, it left a bitter taste in her mouth. 

Tears prickled at the back of her eyeballs, and she squeezed her eyes shut. She wouldn't cry. Not over something so stupid. She had nothing to complain about. What was a little pain, and discomfort when Chelsea was lying on a cold slab in the morgue?

"You don't have to be a hero." Mum's voice cut through the noise in Melissa's head, reminding her that she wasn't alone and therefore couldn't succumb to the vortex of emotions that raged inside her. 

"Why couldn't you have taken the same path as Roger? At least then you wouldn't be stuck here, injured, and alone."

"I like it here," Melissa said. She swallowed her discomfort and shrugged into her jacket. It cost her to keep her expression devoid of pain, but the less she let her mother see how badly she was hurt, the better. 

"Well now that it's over between you and Drew, why don't you come home? I'm sure the DCI can spare you. And if you do come home, Daddy can put a word in for you with the Met. I'm sure they'd find something useful for you there."

Melissa's eyes snapped open, and she glared at her mother. "I've worked hard to get where I am. Going to the Met would be a step backwards."

"But that's because you wasted so much time moving all over the place.” Mum wafted her hand airily. “Anyway, Daddy, would make sure it wasn't too much of a step down for you. He's very well respected, you know."

Melissa shook her head. "Mum, for the last time, no."

Her mother huffed a sigh. "Fine.” She raised her hands in fake surrender. “My lips are sealed." Mutiny glittered in her blue eyes as she looked Melissa up and down. 

The door to the hospital room swung open and a dark-haired nurse appeared. The smile on her face faded as soon as she saw Melissa up and dressed. "You're supposed to rest."

"I tried to tell her that, but will she listen?" Mum’s expression switched instantly. Gone was the calculated expression from a moment ago, replaced instead with a broad smile.

Gripping the end of the bed, Melissa tried to keep the contents of her stomach where they belonged. She did not have the energy to keep fighting everyone but if she had to spend even one more minute in this hospital room, she was going to start screaming. And if she started, she was certain she would never stop. 

“Ms Appleton, you need to get back into bed." 

“It’s DI Appleton,” Melissa grumbled. “And I’m going home.” She caught the glint in her mother's eye and shook her head. "My own home. My apartment. I'm not going home with you."

“But, Melissa⁠—"

"End of discussion." She tried to put the same kind of force into her voice that she sometimes used at work, but where Maz or Olivia might have relented, her mother was made of sterner stuff and could not be dissuaded. 

“I want it put on record that I'm completely against this madness. You need to be with people who care about you. People who can look after you."

The nurse joined in. "DI Appleton, you're in no fit state to be up on your feet. The injuries you sustained are serious."

"I know they’re serious," Melissa said through her teeth. "I'm the one who sustained them.” Tightening her grip on the end of the bed, she straightened her shoulders. “What I really need is for everyone to stop arguing with me so I can go home."

She pulled in a deep breath but the pain in her ribs flared into life, cutting the air off mid-way. Sweat beaded on her scalp before it slipped down her neck and along her spine.

“You’ve not been discharged. The doctor will have to see you and he’s not going to like it.” The nurse sounded huffy.

"I'm discharging myself," Melissa said, hating the breathy tone of her voice. It made her appear weak, incompetent, and she was neither of those things.

And then, as though she’d conjured him from the air itself, Drew appeared in the doorway. His dark gaze raked over the scene, shrewdly getting the lay of the land in an instant.

"Ey-up!" Drew grinned at her. "I thought I'd drop by and see how you’re doing.” His gaze bounced from Melissa to the mutinous nurse.

Mum, Melissa noted, had ducked behind the door out of sight.

"Are you going home?" Drew’s eyebrows rose upwards.

Melissa nodded. The nurse shook her head.

"She needs time to heal," the nurse said. Turning to Melissa, she added, "You need to get back into bed."

"Maybe you should do as your told.” There was an undertone of mirth in Drew’s voice, and it cut Melissa to the quick. What did he have to be so upbeat about? It wasn’t that long since she’d broken it off with him and here he was, bouncing in the door like a puppy, happy as could be.

Had he already started something with Harriet? The idea of it twisted like a knife in Melissa’s guts. No. She would not go down that path. She had made a promise to herself; no more being the consolation prize. She was worth more than that.

She pulled herself up a little straighter, catching the way Drew’s grin dimmed as he registered the awkward pause. Melissa sighed, gradually slowing her heart rate. "Not you too..."

"Perhaps she'll listen to you." Ever one for a dramatic entrance, Mum stepped out from her spot behind the door. "Good to see you again, Drew."

"Mrs Appleton, lovely to see you again, too.” Drew shot a wary look in Melissa’s direction, one that said, ‘you should have warned me,’ and ‘I’m out of my depth here’. Not that she blamed him. The last time he’d met her mother, it had ended disastrously.

“Now what have I said about calling me Mrs Appleton? It’s Dot and I won’t hear anything else.” She beamed at him and Melissa was impressed by how easily her mother switched on the charm. It was a talent that she herself had never managed to master.

She busied herself with the jacket on the bed. Putting it on would only result in more pain and there was no chance she was willing to appear that vulnerable in front of Drew, not after everything that had happened between them. Closing her eyes, she tried to block out the mindless chatter between her mother and her ex. 

"We should get going," she said, abruptly interrupting their conversation. Melissa stared pointedly at her mother and prayed she would read the desperation in her voice. 

"Don't be so rude, Melissa. Drew came to see you. The least you could do is spare the man five minutes of your time." Mum turned her hundred-watt smile on Drew. "I'll nip out for a coffee and give you two a chance to catch up." The possessive way she placed her hand on Drew's arm made Melissa's blood boil.

Stretching a thin smile over her lips, Melissa attempted to control her anger. "I'm sure DI Haskell here has better things to be doing with his time. Anyway, you said you'd give me a lift home."

"I said I could take you home," Mum said. "To your real home. Not that flea pit of a flat that you've been renting.”

“She tried to persuade me to stay there while I’ve been up here caring for her.” Dorothy returned her attention to Drew. “But I took one look at the place and called Alex and asked him to book me into a nearby hotel. You remember Alex, don’t you, Drew? Melly’s father. I can’t say he was too thrilled when Melissa said you two were seeing each other. Anyway, that’s all over with now and Melly can finally come home where she belongs.”

"Mum, please." Melissa balled her fingers into a fist, digging her short nails into the flesh of her palm. Pain was an easy distraction, and it allowed her to control the tears that threatened to spill. She would not allow herself to cry in front of Drew. Not now, not ever.

"Melly." Mum placed a hand against her cheek. “Oh sweetheart, the doctor said you weren't ready to leave. Until they give you the all-clear, I'm not taking you anywhere."

Melissa caught the smug smile on the nurse's face.

"Then I'll find my own way home." Melissa pulled away from her mother and made to grab her bag from the bed. The simple act of stretching her arm out pulled a gasp from her. Pain, an icy dagger that speared through her ribcage and sealed the air in her lungs, caused her eyes to water. Gritting her teeth, she curled her fingers around the straps of the hold-all and slid the bag to the edge of the bed.

Before the weight of the bag could cause her anymore pain, Drew was there. His warm fingers closed over hers, halting her progress. 

"Drew, please..." Rather than meet his gaze, Melissa closed her eyes. 

"Melly, you’re only going to hurt yourself. You can't leave. Tell her Drew, she might listen to you.”

Melissa's resolve began to weaken. Calling her mum had been a mistake.

"Melissa is going to stay with me."

Melissa's eyes snapped open, and she stared at the man next to her. The warmth from his hand that still covered hers helped to push the pain to the back of her mind.

"What?" The word came out of Melissa as a squeak. 

Drew smiled at her, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “It's for the best. She won't be alone; I'll be there to keep an eye on her. And if anything goes wrong, I'll bring her straight back here."

"But you’re not even together,” Mum interjected. "It makes more sense for Melly to come home. That way she can get a fresh start, and--"

"Is that what you want?" Drew asked Melissa.

"No," she said, ignoring the dagger-filled look mum threw in her direction. "I just want to get out of here. I can't rest in this place."

"I get it," Drew said. He blew out a breath and took the bag from her. "It's settled, then. We'll get you discharged, and you'll come home with me."

"That isn't a good idea," the nurse said. 

"I promise to keep a close eye on the patient," Drew said. "Scout's honour."

His disarming grin seemed to have the desired effect on the nurse because she returned his smile. "All right, but only because you're the one saying it, DI Haskell. I'll see what I can do with the doctor."

"Thanks, Francesca, you're an angel."

She rolled her eyes at him, but judging by her body language, she was lapping up the attention. 

It was unusual to see Drew like this. He was normally so serious. Reserved, even. This was an unfamiliar side of him. 

As the nurse left, Mum turned to Drew. "Do you think you could give me a moment with my daughter?"

Melissa contemplated asking him to stay but then decided against it. If they did not have the conversation now, Mum would just find some other, inopportune time to spring it on her. 

Drew glanced in her direction and Melissa nodded. "It's fine. I'll be done in a few."

"I'll chase up the discharge papers." He turned his smile on Mum. "Always a pleasure to see you, Mrs Appleton. I hope the next time we meet, it will be under better circumstances." 

Mum's smile was withering but she held her hand out. "I don't foresee many opportunities for meeting in our future, DI Haskell. Have a good day."

Drew's smile remained in place. The old Drew would have soured, his expression reflecting his true emotions. Instead, he shrugged and went to the door. "If you need me, I'm just out here."

"Thanks," Melissa said. Mum's rage was barely contained, and as Drew closed the door behind him, Melissa felt it grow out of control, sucking up all the oxygen in the room so that it was difficult to take a satisfying breath.

"This is a mistake, Melissa." Mum's prim tone grated against the headache that had started in the back of Melissa's skull. "You should be coming home with me. Daddy and I will sort you out, don't you worry about that."

Melissa opened her mouth to argue but her mother decided to bulldoze straight over her. "Doing anything else would be a mistake. DI Haskell means well, but he's a bit useless really." Mum shook her head. "I don't know what you ever saw in him. He's not exactly the brightest bulb in the box, is he? And going home with him, well, it's just going to confuse things between you. He'll get the wrong end of the stick, and you'll have to pick up the pieces again--"

"Mum!" Melissa balled her hands into fists in a poor attempt at keeping her anger in check. Seeing the look of shock on her mother's face helped take the edge off, and Melissa let her voice drop. "Enough. Please." Closing her eyes, she sank onto the edge of the bed. "I know you mean well. And I know you want to help."

"You're my daughter. I hate seeing you make mistakes because you're too stubborn to do what's best."

"But that's the problem, Mum. You never listen to me. You don't have the first clue about what I actually want in my life."

"Of course I do. You're my daughter. I know you better than you know yourself."

Melissa shook her head and let her chin drop to her chest. "You haven't got a fucking clue.” She lifted her gaze. "I love you and Dad, I really do. But I'm not Roger. I'll never do things the way you want me to."

"I know that." Mum rolled her eyes. 

"I have to do what's right for me." 

"And you think going home with DI Haskell is right for you?" Mum's arched eyebrow threatened to spike Melissa's blood pressure. 

"I don't know. Maybe. Yeah. For now, at least. I belong here. There are things I need to do."

Mum sighed. "Fine. But I want you to know that I think you're making a mistake." She shook her head. "You're an adult now. I can't force you to change your mind, no matter how foolish I think you're being." She gathered up her coat and handbag. "When you come to your senses, your father and I will be waiting." She paused at the door. "But don't wait too long. We won't be around forever."

Before Melissa could respond, her mother disappeared out into the hall. The click-clack of her low heels receded down the hall. Blowing out her cheeks, Melissa leaned back against the pillows. If Drew hadn't turned up when he did, would her mother have worn her down, eventually?

The idea left her uncomfortable. 

"You all right?" Drew poked his head around the door.

"I'll be better when I'm out of here."

"Then let me be the bearer of good news." He held up a set of forms. "Once you sign these, you're officially free.”

Melissa reached for the papers and regretted the movement instantly. Wincing, she let her arm drop back to her side. She caught the wary look on Drew's face and shook her head. "I'll be fine, Drew, really. I just can't be here anymore. It's too painful." She let her gaze fall to her lap. 

Without a word, he set the papers and pen in front of her.


CHAPTER SIX




Drew set the bag down in the boot of the car and watched Melissa struggle to get into the front seat. His offer of a place to stay had been made impulsively, but now that he’d said it, he couldn’t take it back. No matter that a part of him considered it a huge mistake. Then again, it wasn’t exactly a normal scenario they found themselves in.

Sliding into the driver’s seat, he studied her profile. She was chalk white, her lips compressed in a tight line that belied her earlier protestations that her pain was manageable.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” He didn’t want to keep questioning her, but she really did not look well at all.

“Drew, please…” She sighed and glanced at him. The dark blue smudges below her eyes emphasised the exhaustion that shadowed her gaze. “I don’t want to be here anymore. I can’t lie in that bed any longer knowing Chelsea’s body is a few floors below in the morgue’s cold storage.”

Without needing to be told a second time, Drew started the engine and reversed out of the car space. Melissa continued to stare at him for a moment or two, before she finally settled back into the passenger seat.

He knew what it was like. When he’d woken up in the hospital after Freya had tried to kill them both, it had been nigh impossible to rest knowing she was so close but completely out of reach.

They left the city behind. Melissa’s easy breathing made Drew think she’d drifted off to sleep. Mist spattered over the windscreen and Drew let his speed drop as they reached the A171, cutting through the countryside to Whitby. Turning on the car radio, he turned the volume down, so as not to wake Melissa. But between the hum of the road and the steady back and forth swish of the wipers he had to strain to hear the news report.

“I never asked why you decided to move all the way out here,” Melissa said, her voice dropping into the void left when the news report ended.

“Sorry, did I wake you?”

Melissa shook her head. “I wasn’t asleep.” The silence stretched like an elastic, broken only when Melissa spoke again. “Why did you move out here? I never had you pegged for a fan of rural life.”

“I’m not, really,” he said. “I’ve just always liked the idea of living by the sea. And after everything that happened with Matthews, I realised life was too short not to take a chance.”

From the corner of his eye, he watched as she bit her lip and stared down at her hands. “How do you do it?” she said.

“Do what?” He glanced at her in surprise. 

“How do you just let it all go? The fear, the pain, the guilt.” On the last word, her voice dropped until it was a whisper that trembled in the air.

Drew hesitated. How could he answer her. Everything seemed so utterly irrelevant. He’d asked himself the exact same question; first after Freya and then later when Matthews had tried to cut him into pieces on the plastic tarp in his living room.

“I don’t know that you can,” he said finally. It wasn’t the answer Melissa wanted but at least it was honest. 

“Do you still feel…” Melissa trailed off, uncertainty in the awkward shrug of her shoulders. But Drew knew what she was asking without her ever needing to say the words.

“I still carry that guilt over Freya. Nobody will ever convince me that I shouldn’t, that I couldn’t have seen it coming. I knew how sick she was. I knew how fragile her state of mind was, but I was just so glad to have her home.” He kept his gaze trained on the road ahead.

“At least I can talk about her now without wanting to rip the world apart, without wanting to punish those around me for getting on with their lives.” He shrugged and glanced quickly in Melissa’s direction before returning his attention to the traffic. “And that’s progress. At least that’s what Harriet says.”

Melissa’s sigh was so quiet that he very nearly missed it. But it wasn’t the typical exasperated sound he was used to hearing whenever Dr Quinn’s name was mentioned. This one sounded, at least to him, like pure resignation.

“Why don’t you like her?”

“I don’t know her,” Melissa said quickly. “Not like you do.” The last was added as an afterthought but the implication was clear.

Drew laughed. “You never wanted to know her. Never gave yourself the chance.”

Melissa shrugged and winced, regret etched into her screwed up features and the shallow way she took a breath. “It’s not easy to come into a team that’s already formed. You, Maz, and Olivia. Then there’s Gregson, who clearly favours you. And the cherry on top was Dr Quinn. Someone who should have been an outsider, but you all behaved like she had always been there. Like she was just part of the gang. Like she was one of us.”

“She is.”

“No,” Melissa said, straightening up in her seat. From the corner of his eye, Drew could see the beads of sweat that glistened on her forehead and the ashy colour that spread over her face. “No, she was never one of us. She’s an outsider. A civilian. Always was, always will be.”

“Harriet earned her place with us, fair and square.” 

The silence grew between them, uncomfortable and stifling in its stillness. Finally, unable to bear it anymore, Drew coughed.

“You weren’t always so opposed to civilian help.”

Melissa shrugged. “Things change.”

“And Chelsea?” It was a low blow, and he knew it. But that didn’t change the fact that he wanted to understand what had changed.

Melissa blew out a low, pained breath. When Drew looked at her, he could see tears glittering on her cheeks.

“Shit, I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to be,” she said. “It’s not your fault.” She glanced at him, a sideways look that in the past would have melted his heart. “It’s not because Harriet is a civilian. It never was. Maybe in another life, in some other place she and I would be friends…” She shook her head. “But not here.”

“Harriet is an asset to the team.”

Melissa nodded. “I know. I can see that. She belongs here.”

“Then if you know all of this, why are you so opposed to her assistance?”

“She makes me feel like an outsider.” The words were whispered, and Drew took his eyes from the road to look over at her, uncertain if he’d heard her correctly.

“I don’t understand.”

“You wouldn’t,” she said wryly. “You’ve never had to feel that way. You’ve never been on the outside.”

“That’s not fair, Melissa.”

She studied him for a moment. “You asked, Drew. I never promised the reason would be fair, or even rational.” Her laughter was bitter and hurt his ears.

He parked outside the house and killed the engine before turning to face her. 

“I think it was a mistake to come back here,” she said finally. 

“I don’t think you should be alone,” Drew said. 

“I didn’t mean a mistake to come here,” she said laughing. “Although, that was also probably a mistake but for a completely different reason.” She took a steadying breath.

“Then what?”

“I think it was a mistake to come back to North Yorkshire. Stupid, really. There was a part of me that genuinely believed we could pick right up where we left off. As though all that intervening time had never happened. As though you hadn’t suffered a life altering loss.”

She buried her face in her hands and began to cry. Drew felt like a pointless pillock, so he waited, unsure of his next move. The conversation was a necessary one, but that didn’t make it any less painful.

He waited until Melissa’s tears quietened before deciding to speak again. “You have as much right to be here as any of us.”

Melissa ran the back of her hand over her eyes and laughed. “You almost sound believable.”

“It’s the truth.”

She shook her head and stared out the passenger window at the house wreathed in darkness. “I was always an outsider, even in the beginning. I didn’t fit in like you or the others. It’s why I went in the first place.” She looked over at him. “Do you think…” she trailed off and he could see how uncertain she had become.

“Go on.”

“Do you think things would have been different if I’d stayed?”

It was Drew’s turn to feel as though the earth had suddenly shifted beneath his feet, solid ground giving way to sinking sand. One wrong step and he would be lost. It would be easy to lie. A kindness, really.

But they were past that now, weren’t they?

“No. Things would never have worked between us.”

Melissa nodded, her face ashen. “I know. I think I knew even then.” She touched her fingers to his arm. “Why did you go along with it this time?”

The question was a painful one and Drew wasn’t sure if he was ready to admit the truth out loud. As though she could sense this, Melissa started to open her door.

“It’s all right,” she said softly. “I get it.”

“What?”

When she smiled it was not an expression of joy, but instead one of pure sadness. “I made you a coward.”

“You didn’t make me do anything,” he said quickly. “It was something I chose for myself.”

“We both did, I suppose.” She sighed. “Christ, what is it about feeling like shit that makes you want to put every aspect of your life under the microscope?”

“I was the same,” Drew said, feeling like a prisoner on death row who had received a last-minute reprieve from the chair. “It screws with your head.”

“It definitely does that,” Melissa grumbled under her breath as she struggled against the breeze that threatened to pull the door from her hold. 

Drew hurried around to her side of the car, offering her his hand as she climbed unsteadily to her feet. She glared at the proffered hand and pushed him aside. 

“I’m no invalid, Drew.” The words were spoken through gritted teeth.

Stepping back, he watched her struggle over to the door as he grabbed the bags from the boot. As soon as they were inside, Melissa dropped heavily into the second-hand armchair Drew had picked up when he’d first moved in. Her eyes fluttered shut and he could see a shadow of pain that crossed her features. 

“Do you want me to get you something to eat? I mean there’s not much, but I can rustle something up.”

There was no answer. Her breathing had deepened, her visage relaxed as she lay with her head against the back of the chair. Grabbing a throw from the back of the sofa, Drew draped it gently over her body and crept from the room.


CHAPTER SEVEN




PC Jay Varma pulled off the A169 into the wide yard in front of the farmhouse and parked the car. A Land Rover was parked haphazardly on the opposite side of the yard and as Jay killed the engine, he saw a man climb from the driver's side. 

"Took you long enough!" Jay was greeted with the harsh words as soon as he opened his door.

"Excuse me?"

"I called it in over an hour ago. Do you lot think the rest of us have got nothing better to do with our time than wait around for you to get off your arse and respond?"

"I came as soon as I was free," Jay said, keeping his voice steady. It wasn't unusual for him to be met with hostility. "You were the one who made the call for a welfare check?"

The ruddy-faced man nodded. "Well, it wasn't the bloody tooth-fairy."

"What did you say your name was?" Jay glanced up at the two-storey farmhouse noting a faint glow in one of the upstairs windows. 

"I gave all of this information to the operator. Terry Phillips. I live a few miles that way."

"And when was the last time you saw the occupants, Mr Phillips?" Jay let his gaze drift over their surroundings. He spotted a shed, the front door of which was partially ajar. He crossed the yard, taking note of the broken padlock on the ground which was half buried in the gravel. Without touching anything, he peered around the edge of the door. The shed was empty but a couple of oil stains on the concrete floor suggested that hadn't always been true. 

“Four weeks ago," Terry said. "Shouldn't you be looking at the house?"

Ignoring the second question, Jay withdrew from the shed and ambled towards the house. "And that's unusual?"

“Andrew was supposed to come by my place a couple of days ago⁠—"

"And Andrew is the owner of the property?" Jay interjected.

"Aye, Andrew Hadfield." 

“Four weeks is a long time. You said on the phone that you and Andrew were close." Jay glanced back at the man shadowing his footsteps. 

"We're good friends." Terry bristled. “Four weeks is highly unusual. I normally see Andrew every other day, out and about. But me and the missus were away on holiday. We've got an apartment in Spain. And Andrew was away in Scotland.”

“Maybe they haven’t returned yet.” Jay circled back to the front door.

“Well, maybe…”

"And when did you return?"

"Two days ago. But Andrew and I had arranged to meet when I got back." Terry sighed and glanced up at the house. "I swung by here yesterday but there was no one around then, either. And I can't get Andrew on the phone. Even if he’s away, he’d answer the phone.”

"Who else lives in the property with Mr Hadfield?"

"His wife Anna and their two kids. Well, they're not really kids anymore. Willow is still in school. She's had a few issues. Fell in with a bad crowd.” Terry sighed. "But she’s doing better these days, got her head in the books studying for her GCSEs. And young Andy is doing his first year away in university. Got into Uni in Newcastle studying Agriculture with Farm Business Management. Andrew is so proud of him. In fact, he never stops banging on about it. Says Andy is going to take over the farm when he retires."

"And you can't reach any of the family?"

Terry shook his head. "No one."

Jay nodded. "Please wait here." He indicated a spot next to the Land Rover and walked away before Terry Phillips could argue further.

He made his way to the front door and rapped smartly on the heavy wood. When no answer came, he knocked a second time. He attempted to peer through the side window, but his view was obscured by a fancy voile, the type his own mother favoured. 

Rounding the side of the house, Jay scanned the surroundings for anything that might be out of place. The flowerbeds beneath the windows on the ground floor seemed to be churned up but that wasn't what caught his attention as he made his way to the back of the house. The rubber surround on one of the double-glazed panes of glass had been carelessly replaced, leaving some of the rubber hanging out on the window ledge. 

The window itself was too high to get a good view into the house, but Jay couldn't ignore the unease that settled over him as he studied the property. He continued his progress around the house and spotted a set of French doors. The blinds on the doors were shut, making it impossible to see into the house. He knocked, and the door moved beneath the weight of his fist. With his elbow, he pushed harder on the door and it swung inwards. He moved forward but spotted the dead flies littering the cream lounge carpet and halted. 

His stomach knotted as he poked his head inside. A wave of fetid heat hit him like a slap to the face and he stumbled backwards. He'd attended the scene of a sudden death when he'd first started working for the police. An elderly gentleman had passed away while seated in his living room armchair. With no family to check on him, it had been sometime before the neighbour had noted his absence. When she'd gone round to check, the smell that poured out through the letterbox had given away the grim truth. She’d raised the alarm and Jay and a senior officer had responded to the call.

That smell had been the same as this. The same cloying, viscous rot that thickened the air, invading the nose and mouth, turning each breath to a sticky soup that caught in the back of the throat. It was impossible to avoid.

Reaching for his radio, Jay called it in.


CHAPTER EIGHT




Maz sat back against his seat and stared at the screen. The words had started to blur. Nothing made sense anymore. Stretching his arms back, he tried to sort the pieces together in his head so they could form something approaching a coherent theory. But nothing worked. There was clearly something he was missing.

He got up from his chair, his feet carrying him in the direction of Jodie's office. The low hum of her computers greeted him before he stepped into the warm space. 

Jodie was nowhere to be found. Crossing to her workstation, Maz stared at the dark monitor, the lines of code moving of their own volition as various programs ran in the background.

"What are you doing?" There was a sharp edge to Jodie's voice as she entered the room. 

Maz whirled to face her and smiled apologetically. "I was looking for you. I was going to ask if you wanted a coffee, but I see you're way ahead of me."

Jodie nodded stiffly and crossed to her desk. She set the steaming mug down on the desk and paused.

It dawned on Maz that he was blocking her path, and he hastily stepped aside. "Sorry."

Jodie hurried into her space, her fingers flying over the keyboard. The windows with the lines of code disappeared in an instant.

"Can I help you with something?" She glanced up at him. Maz realised with a start that her glasses were slightly askew. In his eyes, it only added to her charm.

"It's not making any sense," he said.

Jodie gestured to the seat next to her desk. "Sometimes, when things don't make sense to me, talking about the problem helps."

Maz dropped into the seat, allowing his momentum to swing the chair around before it came to a stop and he was once again facing Jodie. The ghost of a smile hovered on her lips and Maz's heart flipped in response. 

"I don't imagine you run into many problems you can't solve," he said.

Jodie thought about it for a moment before shrugging. "You'd be surprised. Between us," she leaned conspiratorially towards him, "there are a lot of things I can't do. At least not if I want to keep my job." Her full smile, when it crept over her face, made Maz think of a sunrise he'd witnessed as a child when they'd visited relatives in India. 

She straightened up. "Is it about the files you've been reviewing?"

Maz glanced up at her in surprise. "How did you know?"

Her smile turned sheepish. "I saw you struggling through it when I went to get coffee. I thought about asking you if you fancied a break, but you were so engrossed, I decided not to."

Maz found himself wishing she had asked him. "There are too many holes in the report."

"Which one?" Jodie asked, returning her attention to the computer. 

"The official report on the system about the night DI Appleton was attacked. It's just not adding up for me."

Jodie nodded and let her fingers drift rapidly over the keys. The file appeared on the screen, and she took a moment to peruse the text. Her face was a mask of concentration. A cute little notch appeared between her brows as she stared at the screen.

Maz read the report over her shoulder, hoping to find something different this time. 

"See?" He slumped back and pressed his hands to his face. "It doesn't make sense. There's clearly something missing."

"Who found DI Appleton?" she asked.

"I have no idea. Probably some good Samaritan who was passing by. There's nothing about it in the report, not that it matters. Someone will have followed up on it but there's never usually anything important."

Jodie's expression was grim as she returned her attention to the screen. 

"I don't see any evidence of a statement." Her brow furrowed again as she continued to type. 

"Like I said, that's not important." Maz swivelled around in the chair. "The forensic report was oddly sparse. 

After more tapping on the keyboard, Jodie sat back triumphantly. "I've found the call."

"What call?"

She shot him an incredulous look and heat crawled into Maz's face. "You mean the list of call logs for that night?" He shook his head. "I looked that over. I couldn't find anything remotely matching the attack on DI Appleton."

Jodie's expression turned withering. "I don't give up as easily. The files for the call logs are there but someone erased a group of them from the list."

Maz straightened up. "Erased them? Who the heck would do that?"

Jodie shrugged. "I mean, I could try and find out if you think it would help?"

"It would definitely help."

"Don't get your hopes up but I might be able to track down a system ID." She returned to the screen.

Maz waited expectantly. "How long will it take?"

"How long is a piece of string?" She riveted her attention to the screen and nodded absently at what she saw there.

"You've got something?"

Jodie grimaced and sat back. "Just the system ID."

"And what does that tell us?" 

"Not much I'm afraid. I can't cross reference the numbers until whoever owns that particular ID logs in again."

"Great." Maz swore under his breath but the look on Jodie's face pulled him up short. "What is it?"

"Do you know how difficult it is to cover your tracks like that?"

He shrugged. "It's just a deleted call log."

Jodie chewed her lip and drummed her fingers against the desk's surface. "It's not that simple. I mean, it is, but the rest of it..." 

"What are you trying to say?"

"I'm saying that whoever did this didn't want to be found."

"But you can figure it out, yeah? I mean, this is your whole thing."

"True." Jodie sounded sceptical. She got to her feet. "I need to speak with the DCI."

As she moved around Maz, he caught her hand. "Woah, wait. What aren't you telling me?"

Jodie's gaze met his before it dropped to the place where his hand was wrapped around hers. Sucking in a breath, she steadied herself. "Do you want to get a drink sometime?"

Her question knocked Maz off kilter. He swallowed hard. His brain refused to cooperate. He'd never been asked out by a woman before. He was the one who always did the asking.

"Sure." He squeezed the word out before the voice in the back of his head talked him out of it.

Jodie's face broke into a wide grin. "Great, we'll arrange it." And then she was gone. Maz stared at the place where his hand had touched hers. So engrossed was he in the question she'd asked him, he hadn't even noticed when she'd pulled free of his grip.

Getting to his feet, he tracked her progress. She disappeared into the Monk's office. It was weird. Her behaviour was strange. They'd found something together and yet she had rabbited off before they could examine it more thoroughly.

Maybe her invitation for a drink had been nothing more than an attempt to throw him off guard. That thought alone was enough to deflate him, and he sloped back to his desk. Slumping back into his seat, he stared down at the reports.

Well, if Jodie could find the information so easily, then so could he. His mother had always told him that he had a talent for computers. She'd been baffled when he'd decided to join the police force instead of going on to study computer science as they'd discussed. 

Stretching his arms, he cracked his knuckles and set to work on the computer. How hard could it be? Buoyed by a sense of purpose, he clicked through to the call logs and began to scroll.
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Bleary eyed, he glared at the screen. Two hours had already passed, and he was still no closer to figuring out who had taken the call the night of DI Appleton’s attack. The idea of having to go and speak to each operator individually just to figure out which one had taken the call did not sit well with him. There had to be some other way to narrow it down.

Jodie had left the Monk's office forty minutes previously, her expression grim. He'd tried to catch her eye but if she'd seen him, she'd given no indication of it and had instead hurried back to her own office. He'd thought of following her but as he'd stood, he'd caught sight of her scurrying from her office with her bag and coat in hand.

And now, he was stuck here, no further along than he had been hours before.

With a sigh, he settled back in his chair and closed his eyes. A hand dropped onto his shoulder, and he yelped, the sudden jerky movement almost sent him sprawling to the floor. He managed to right himself before that happened. 

Twisting in the chair, he glared up at Olivia. 

"What's eating you?" She cocked her head to one side and glanced past him to the documents spread out on the desk. Her gaze tracked up to the computer screen and she raised a quizzical brow.

"Nothing," Maz said, moodily. It wasn't her fault that his mother had lied to him.

"Well, something's got your knickers in a twist, so come on, spit it out."

"Don't you have your own crap to get on with?" He crossed his arms over his chest and cocked an arrogant eyebrow at her. The collar on her shirt was mostly closed but he could just see the reddish pink edge of her scar as it peeked over the top. 

She caught him staring and her hand rose to adjust the collar. Maz tore his eyes away and sheepishly stared down at his desk.

"You can be a complete arse sometimes, do you know that?"

He did, in fact, know this and he hated himself for it. It had been a defence mechanism he'd developed when he'd been a child. It wasn't exactly easy to be the youngest child of six siblings. Not to mention the age gap. Twelve years didn't seem like much now that he was older, but back then it had proven to be a veritable chasm. By the time he was old enough to walk and talk, the rest of his siblings were teenagers, and they had wanted nothing to do with their snot nosed younger brother.

"Sorry," he said reflexively. 

Olivia had already turned to walk away and Maz called after her. "I'm working on the DI Appleton material." Olivia didn't stop. "I might have found something." That brought her up short and she turned to face him. 

"What kind of thing?" Suspicion glinted in her eyes.

Maz beckoned her over and proceeded to fill her in on what little information he'd managed to glean. By the time he'd finished, he sat back and stared at her expectantly. She would dismiss it, he knew that. It was far too thin to be worth examining.

"We should go and speak with them," Olivia said.

"I told you already, it's just a wild goose chase. I'd wind up looking like a fool."

Olivia shook her head. "You're getting soft, Maz. Where's your sense of adventure? The thrill of the chase and all that? Come on, we can do this."

"You only want to go because you've been grounded on desk duty."

"Exactly," Olivia said. "And this is perfect. Not even the DCI can say no to something like this."

"Technically, he could," Maz said. “Anyway, it’s tenuous at best. We can’t just go questioning a bunch of our own on a hunch.”

Olivia fell silent next to him.

“It’s a dead end,” he said.

“Not necessarily.”

“Yeah, it is. I’ll ask Jodie in the morning what she⁠—”

“If questioning the operators is too much, couldn’t we just request a list of who was on duty that night from Force Control?”

Heat crept up Maz’s neck and into his face. Why hadn’t he thought of that?

“Judging by the look on your face I’m going to assume my brilliance just blew your mind.” Olivia grabbed her jacket and slid her arms into the sleeves.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m going to request a hard copy of that list. Are you coming or not?”

“The DCI won’t be happy about this.”

“Nope, but he’ll only know if he catches us leaving." When she realised Maz wasn't moving, Olivia paused. "Come on, this is something we can do. This is real policing. We don't need everything to be spoon fed to us."

Sighing, Maz got to his feet. "Fine, but I do the talking. I’m the DS, remember?”

Olivia pulled a face, but Maz was surprised when she didn't argue with him.

Grabbing his keys, he gathered up his papers and handed them over to her. "You take these. And we can brainstorm what excuse we’ll use to get the information.”

"Why can't I drive?"

"Because you're supposed to be on desk duty," Maz reminded her. "And anyway, you seem to think the speed limit is only a suggestion and I happen to like my car as it is."

Maz started out of the office and Olivia trailed behind him. "We'd be quicker walking," she grumbled.


CHAPTER NINE




David stood in the floodlit driveway and stared at his phone. Not that there was anything to see. Harriet's last text had said she was returning home. Guilt gnawed in his gut as he read back through her messages.

The tabloids had painted her in a less than flattering light. Not that he’d believed everything they’d printed, but the same couldn’t be said for everyone.  And he had to think of his own career. There was no denying that associating with her would pose a professional risk. He was still weighing up the pros and cons of pursuing a relationship with her.

DI Haskell’s team had initially appeared to abandon her. But the arrest of Lila Uxley had changed things. The DI had always appeared protective of Dr Quinn. Possessive might be a better word. Yes, definitely possessive. When he'd shown up on her doorstep and just barged in... Even now, David could feel the anger coil in the pit of his stomach. The man had the cheek of the devil. 

What had been worse was watching Harriet run out into the night after Drew. Perhaps distancing himself from her wasn’t such a terrible thing.

"David!" Tasha's shout roused him from his contemplation. Lifting his gaze from the bright glare of his screen, he watched the CSI cross the grass. Her white, bulky Tyvek suit reflected the harsh lights set up in the front garden, giving her an unearthly glow. The sight of her reminded him of the scene from Ghost Busters when Gozer had taken on the form of the Stay-Puft Marshmallow man and ambled down the street, leaving destruction in its wake. Much like Tasha, he mused. 

The stark white hood framed her heart-shaped face, making her skin look practically translucent. Her chestnut locks were safely tucked out of sight. She frowned at him, the furrow between her dark brows marring her pretty face. When she smiled, it was always slightly lopsided, made all the more pronounced by the fact that she had only one dimple. He missed her smile. 

The fact hit him like an open palmed slap. 

"We need to get a move on." She slid a pair of gloves on over her small, delicate hands. "The others have already gone in." There was barely a hint of her Eastern European accent. Had she deliberately worked to rid herself of her history? It wasn’t exactly a question he could ask her.

“How are you?” David slid his phone into the pocket of his jeans and zipped up the front of his suit. 

Tasha narrowed her eyes at him. She, more than anyone else he knew, had the uncanny ability to see straight through him. It had unnerved him in the beginning, but not anymore.

“Why are you asking?”

“Just trying to be a friend,” he said. “There’s not always an ulterior motive, Tash.” He knew he’d made a mistake the moment he’d used the nickname. Stupid, stupid mistake.

“Oh, so it’s, Tash, now, is it? You are so transparent, David. You say you want to be friends but what next, eh? More of your games? You need to make up your mind. In the meantime, we have a job to do.” She huffed a breath before stomping away in the direction of the house.

Perhaps he didn’t miss her smile as much as he’d thought.
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Despite the mask he wore, the thick, foetid air inside the house threatened to overwhelm his senses. The team had already begun work on cataloguing and examining the scene downstairs. Upstairs, however, was a little complicated. Pausing on the landing at the top of the stairs, David studied his surroundings, keeping a close watch on the other officers as they carefully photographed and took samples from the blood spatter on the walls. 

“David, what are we going to do with the contents from the bath?” Even covered head to toe, with his voice muffled by the mask he wore, David would have known Gunther anywhere.

Crossing the plates that had been carefully laid over the carpeted floor, David paused in the bathroom doorway and took in the sight that awaited him. In all his years working as a crime scene technician, he’d only ever once seen something that had come close to the magnitude of this scene. A criminal gang had decided that instead of burying their enemies, they would dispose of the bodies in plastic barrels. Even now, David could remember the smell when the lids had been opened. The scene in this family home made him think of those bodies. But even the violence of that criminal scene could not compare to the cruelty that had befallen this unlucky trio.

“We’ll have to empty it and bring it with us,” he said. “Parts of the body have disintegrated into the water. They’ll have to be separated out and tested⁠—"

“David, there’s a DS here who wants to speak with you,” one of the SOCOs called up the stairs.

“Who is it?”

“DS Scofield.”

With a sigh, David backtracked on the plates. “Fine.” He turned his attention back to the scene. “You all right to start draining the bath once they’ve finished logging and photographing everything in here?” 

Gunther grimaced. “Do we have something to put the liquid into?”

David gave him a curt nod. “I’ll have something sent up.” 

“Boss, he insists he needs a word.”

“Yeah. I’m on my way.” With one more backwards glance at the scene, David escaped down the stairs.
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Five minutes later, he was back outside in the fresh air. He bagged his gloves and suit before approaching the DS standing at the edge of the driveway. 

“DS Scofield, is it?”

“I was told this was a break-in gone awry.”

“Not from what I’ve seen,” David said. “Then again, we’re not done in there yet, so everything is subject to change.”

“The attending officers said there were signs of a break in, and the neighbour confirmed all the machinery and cars were gone.”

“I’ve got a team going through the sheds for evidence. But these people were butchered. You don’t see that kind of violence at a typical burglary.”

“Any identification on the bodies?”

David grimaced. “It’s going to take time to be certain. All three bodies will need to be identified with dental records. But purely guessing, I’m going to say it’s the three occupants of the property.”

DS Scofield crossed his arms over his chest. “How sure are you this isn’t like the other robberies in the area?”

David closed his eyes, a flash of the scene inside the bathroom blooming behind his eyelids. He mentally batted the image aside. Allowing emotions in would only inhibit his ability to work. And the people inside the house did not need his feelings muddying the crime scene.

“If this was done by the same group that was at all the other scenes, then this is a significant escalation, DS Scofield.”

“I was worried you would say something like that,” Scofield said. “All right, as soon as I can take a walk through the scene, I’d like to have a look. I’ll get things rolling on my end.”

David watched the large man stride away, the crunch of his boots on the gravel echoing in the still night air. This was the kind of case he would like to talk to Harriet about. Her insight would, no doubt, be transfixing. But texting her out of the blue now might be a little awkward.

“Boss, they need you back at the upstairs scene.”

“Huh?” David paused and glanced at the Tyvek suit-wearing SOCO in the door of the house. 

“You’re needed upstairs.”

“I’m on my way.” He left the phone in his pocket and grabbed another white coverall. There would be plenty of time to think about Dr Quinn. Right now, he needed to focus on the scene that awaited him.


CHAPTER TEN




Jeremy stood beneath the spray of the shower head. Water hot enough to redden his skin pelted down over his hair and ran into his eyes, blurring his vision. Not that he minded. It was safer to not see anything. Not that physical blindness could hold at bay the visions that plagued his mind. 

Every time he closed his eyes, every time he allowed his mind to wander, he saw those visions again. Kelly had served him up a Frey Bentos steak and kidney pie the night before and the layers of half-baked pastry floating in the greasy liquid below propelled him right back to that house. He'd barely made it to the bathroom before he'd puked his guts up. 

When Kelly had asked him what was wrong, he couldn't very well tell her now, could he? He hated himself enough without her looking at him like he was a stranger, a criminal. Instead, he'd made up some barely coherent story about his sickness being connected to her pregnancy. Before the job, he'd skim-read something to that effect in a baby book. His life was separated into two distinct parts now; the time before the job, when life had been filled with promise and hope, and the time after, when it was filled with lies and horror.

Raising his hands, he scrubbed them over his face. Fuck. Why had he agreed to the job? Things had been bad. Money was tight and he did not want to see Kelly unduly worried about the predicament they found themselves in. But now, things were worse. Much worse. The house of horrors was forever seared into his brain. No amount of Call of Duty could wipe away those memories. 

And there was the guilt to contend with. He'd wanted to call the police. As much as he didn’t like the cops, the moment he'd been faced with the scene inside that house, the urge to dial 999 had swept over him like the childish urge to run into your mother's arms after a fall. But Mark's voice came back to him. 

"Do you think they'll believe you? Believe that you had nothing to do with this? Are you soft in the head?" Mark had jabbed his index finger against Jeremy's temple. "What'll Kelly do then, eh? When you're locked up? Good looking bird like Kelly, she won't hang around, mate. And that kid of yours will have some new bloke to call daddy."

Jeremy thudded his forehead against the white shower tiles. Move on. Just forget about it and move on. If only memories were so easily erased.

"Are you going to be much longer?" Kelly's voice cut through his thoughts. His hands shook as he twisted the knob and cut the flow of water. Without the heat from the spray, cold air closed in around him, cloaking his skin so that goosebumps rose over his arms and torso. 

"Just a minute!" He grabbed the towel from the rack, the musty smell conjuring visions in the darkest recesses of his mind. 

Opening the bathroom door, he met Kelly in the doorway. "I thought you were never coming out." She smiled at him, her deep brown eyes mischievous. She trailed a finger over the bare skin of his chest. Before the burglary he wouldn't have been able to resist her touch, but now it left him cold. "Are you sure you're all right?"

Swallowing around the lump in his throat, he nodded. "Yeah, of course. I'm fine. Just tired. Tough week."

She nodded sympathetically. “If you’re not up to coming with me, you don’t have to. It’s only a check-up.

Jeremy shook his head. There was only one way through this, and it was with distraction. Sitting at home would only give his brain the opportunity to replay the scenes over and over in his mind. At least if they went out as planned, he would have other things to concentrate on. 

"Nah, we’ve been looking forward to this for ages. And anyway, it'll be good for us."

"Good for you," she said with a smile. "You’re not the one who has to get freezing jelly smeared all over them.” She patted the small rounding on her belly. She hadn't yet popped, but the changes were there if you knew what to look for. 

“True enough,” he said, forcing himself to sound brighter than he felt. He covered her hand with his own and leaned down to place a gentle kiss against her soft lips. She sighed, pushing up on tiptoe to meet him. His hand slid down from her belly to her hips, holding her gently in place against the doorframe as she impatiently tried to close the distance between them. Jeremy loved how responsive she was.

Here with her, there was nothing else in his mind. All the darkness, the terrible thoughts, the memories of death that had consumed his every waking moment fled as he kissed her.

With his free hand, he cupped her cheek, sliding his fingers upwards to tangle in her hair. Jeremy tilted her head gently and ran his tongue lightly over her lips. She opened to him and their kiss deepened. Her arms curled around his neck, pulling him closer. He leaned into her, the towel slipping down his hips. 

He loved her. God, how he loved her. Everything he'd been experiencing suddenly seemed foolish. He'd done it all for them, for the family they were creating. Clarity came as Kelly wriggled against him. 

Mark was right. Nothing else mattered but the woman in his arms and their child. Acknowledging it helped to chase away the remnants of the memories from his mind. He could do this because it wasn't about him. 

Breathless, Kelly pulled away. "You need to get ready."

“We could be a little late.” He pressed his lips to her ear and rolled his naked hips against her. 

She gasped and arched her neck, giving him better access to the sensitive spot between her neck and shoulder. "Jeremy..."

Sighing, he buried his head against her neck and drank in her soft scent. "I'm sorry I've been such an arse." His voice was muffled but she heard him. 

Placing her hands on his shoulders, she pushed him away until she could see his face. "You can tell me anything. You know that, right?" There was a furrow between her brows. It shamed Jeremy to see it. He was the cause of it. Reaching up, he smoothed the frown away. 

"I know."

She waited but he said nothing else. She didn't need to know the truth of what he had done. 

He said, "I'm fine. Really." 

"You sure?"

Nodding, he pulled her closer. He would do better. Anything else would be too much like failure. His father had been a waste of space, and it had fucked Jeremy up for a long time. Kelly had saved him, and despite the issues they faced, he wouldn't let history repeat itself. He would be everything his own father had never been. 

Dropping into a crouch, he pushed up Kelly's top and pressed his lips to her stomach. "Sorry, baby. I won't be a grumpy prick.”

"Jeremy, language! The baby can hear you."

Tilting his head up, he grinned at her. "I don't think it's going to remember this."

"Well, you don't know." 

Laughing, he tightened his grip on her hips and whispered against her tummy. "Don't be fooled by your mum. She's no angel. Got a mouth on her like a sailor when⁠—"

"Jeremy!" Giggling, she half-heartedly pushed him away. "Go and get ready. We're already late."

He made it halfway down the hall before he stopped and turned back around. "I do love you."

Kelly paused her progress down the stairs. "And I love you.” She narrowed her eyes, her gaze probing his. “Are you sure there's nothing you want to tell me?"

He shook his head. "Nah, I'm just being a soppy bastard."

She cocked her head to the side. "Promise?"

"I promise." He smiled at her and hoped it would be enough to reassure her. 

She studied him for a moment, before finally returning his smile. "All right, then. How long do you think you'll be?"

"Not long. I've just got to get dressed."

Her phone buzzed in her hand, and she looked down at the screen. "That's Carrie. She wants to know if we’re going to find out the sex of the baby.” Kelly started off down the stairs, leaving Jeremy alone. 

He could do this. He would do this. Their future depended on it.


CHAPTER ELEVEN




Flipping through the report, Martina shot a sideways glance at the burly figure of the DS next to her. “Sir, are you sure this is something we should be handling?”

Ambrose’s eyebrows drew together over his deep-set eyes, his mouth fixing into a grim line. But he never lifted his gaze from the road ahead. “What kind of question is that?”

Martina bit her tongue and swallowed the question which hovered on the tip of her tongue. Questioning your superior was never a good idea, no matter how friendly they might be. Then again, it was Ambrose; he wasn’t just any superior officer. What she didn’t know about him could have fit on the back of a postage stamp. And in the past, he’d always welcomed her insight, no matter how contrary to his own. 

“Well, it’s just that it feels like something DI Haskell’s team might handle.”

“We’ve been working on these thefts for months now. Why would Haskell suddenly sweep in to take it out from under us?”

“Because this isn’t like the others…” Martina pushed her hair back over her shoulder and decided to push on, consequences be damned. “Three dead bodies, sir. This is a serious escalation.”

“People have been killed before during a burglary. Just last year an elderly farmer was tied to a kitchen chair and beaten because he wouldn’t give the intruders his PIN number.”

“That was different. He died of a stroke.”

“But it still counts.” 

Martina shook her head. “Not like this.” She swallowed past the lump in her throat and turned over the image of the young girl in the bath. Nobody deserved to die like that.

Ambrose sighed. “I see what you’re saying, I really do. But I spoke to the boss man, and he says this is ours.”

Martina twisted against the seatbelt and stared at the man next to her. “But Haskell’s team has got the manpower, not to mention the budget for something like this. And we both know they wouldn’t kick us off if they took over the main bulk of the case.”

“Things are a little unsettled with the unit.”

Martina opened her mouth to ask another question but before she could form the words, Ambrose cut her off. 

“Don’t quote me but I reckon it’s got something to do with the fuss that kicked off over Dr Quinn. And some of the other smaller forces have been complaining about the resources diverted to the task force. Not everyone is supportive of the idea of one team getting all the glory while everyone else is left to pick over the scraps.”

She couldn’t argue with him there. She’d heard the whispers herself, the rumblings of disquiet that spread through the force. Heck, even she had initially thought they were getting far too much special treatment. But that had been before she’d had the time to work with them. Before she’d got the opportunity to see firsthand just why a team like this was needed. 

“But they get results,” she said, hating the whiny quality in her voice. 

“No arguments here.” Ambrose spun the wheel and eased the car into a tight parking space. “But you and I both know, results are not always enough. It’s a political minefield and everyone is too busy trying to get one over on each other. Teams like the one Haskell is running might get the results in the end but the cost is often too high for the top brass to stomach.” He sighed and killed the engine. “You ready for this?”

Martina’s gaze flicked up to the block of apartments they had parked in front of. “Not especially, no.” It was never easy breaking this kind of news to the next-of-kin. And this case would be a difficult one. How did you explain to a teenager that his entire family was gone? Everyone he had ever known and loved, wiped out. And for what?

Martina conjured an image of her own parents. Things were hard and she knew the inevitable outcome for her mum. When it happened, there would be the fallout to contend with from her dad. A future where they were no longer in her life wasn’t one she wanted to imagine, no matter how inevitable it might be. No matter how difficult her present circumstances. 

“How do you think he’ll react?” She closed the file on her lap.

“How would you react?”

Martina grimaced. “I hate this bit.”

“Aye, you and me both, lass. You and me both.”
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Martina stood to one side and allowed Ambrose to take the lead. She’d had her fair share of breaking bad news to loved ones and. knew this was going to be a difficult one. 

Ambrose rapped on the heavy, white fire door a second time and shot a sideways look in Martina’s direction. She shrugged in response, looking up and down the corridor. The fluorescent light cast harsh shadows in odd angles, and its almost imperceptible flicker strained her eyes.

Finally, the sound of a lock being pulled back reached them and a moment later the door swung inwards. A sleep-tousled young woman stood on the threshold. Bleary eyed, she scrubbed a hand over her eyes, causing the grey t-shirt she wore to ride up her tanned thighs. 

For a moment, Martina wondered if the woman was even fully awake. Perhaps she was still half asleep and didn’t realise she’d answered the door to two complete strangers with her lacy thong in full view. 

The young woman yawned. “Yeah?” 

“We were hoping to speak with Andy Hadfield.” Ambrose took a small step back, giving her more space on the doorstep. 

“Andy’s asleep. Who are you?”

“My name is DS Ambrose Scofield, and this is my colleague DC Martina Nicoll.”

The sleepy expression disappeared from her face, and she straightened up. “Police?” The word came out in a squeak, belying the remnants of sleep in her eyes.

“Perhaps we could come in and you could wake Andy up.” Martina took a step forward, crowding the doorway, catching the woman off guard.

“Of course. I just…” She glanced down the hall in the direction of the rooms that lay inside. 

“You go and get Andy and we’ll—" Before Martina had finished speaking, the creak of a door opening and closing softly in the depths of the apartment seemed to be the wake-up call the woman in the door needed.

“You can wait in the living room,” she said, taking a step back to clear the path for the detectives. “I’ll be right back.”

She directed Ambrose and Martina down the hall and closed the front door. The detectives entered an open plan living space. At one end of the room was a small sofa. It looked like something out of an Ikea catalogue, Martina thought as she swept her gaze over the space. 

There were a couple of framed movie posters on the white walls. She recognised Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds, and Vertigo. There were a few others with writing in what looked to her like Italian, but she didn’t know the movies they represented.

A thud from somewhere in the apartment had Martina throw a curious look at Ambrose. He shrugged and continued his perusal of the space.

A large flatscreen television dominated one wall, and beneath it, Martina spotted an X-box and a PlayStation. She didn’t know much about gaming consoles, but she elbowed Ambrose and directed his attention to the set-up. 

“They look new.” She moved slowly towards the kitchen area and spotted an expensive looking barista style coffee machine sitting on the Formica counter top. 

“They are,” Ambrose said. “There’s a new Nintendo here too.”

“And that coffee maker wasn’t cheap.” Martina directed his attention to the machine in the kitchen.

“Julie would kill for one of those,” Ambrose said.

“Maybe you should get her one.”

Ambrose pulled a face. “If I bought her one of those, I’d have to remortgage the house.” He sighed wistfully and stared at the machine.

Another thud came from deep in the apartment. The noise seemed familiar somehow, but Martina couldn’t put her finger on why.

“Are you sure it’s Julie who wants one?” she teased Ambrose.

“Well, I wouldn’t say no either. But it’s not going to happen. Julie wants to save up for a new kitchen. One of those women she follows on Instagram had a new one put in and now all she talks about are tiled backsplashes and something called an Aga.”

“What do you think is taking so long?” Martina asked, pacing the floor.

Ambrose shrugged. “Maybe he’s a heavy sleeper.”

“I doubt it.” She shook her head and paused to stare out at the city skyline. Dawn had arrived, and raked pink fingers of light through the heavy, pillowy clouds that sat low over the city. The view was arresting.

“Anything strike you as odd about the set-up?” Martina let her gaze slide over the room as she waited for Ambrose to reply.

“It’s damn good for student accommodation,” Ambrose said finally. “There was nothing like this when I went to college.”

“Me either,” Martina said. “I guess times really do change.”

The door swung open, and a lanky young man strode into the room, his large hands fumbling with the buttons on his jeans. He wore a grey T-shirt, and to Martina’s eyes it looked suspiciously like the same T-shirt the woman had been wearing when she’d answered the door to them. 

“What’s the meaning of this?” The irritation and aggression in his body language took Martina by surprise. She wasn’t used to dealing with such open hostility, especially considering the situation. On the young man standing before them, the display of emotion felt inauthentic. Like a small boy playing dress up in his father’s suits and ties.

“Andy Hadfield?” Ambrose kept his tone genial. “I’m DS Ambrose Scofield and this is⁠—"

“I don’t give a fuck who you are, what do you want?” Andy’s gaze found Martina’s and he gave up on trying to fasten his belt. Instead, he allowed it to hang open like some kind of challenge.

His rude response rendered Ambrose momentarily stunned into silence. Martina stepped forward and gestured to the couch. “Perhaps we should take a seat.”

“I don’t want to take a seat,” Andy said, looking her up and down. He folded his arms over his slim torso and puffed out his chest, reminding Martina of a preening budgie. 

She took a closer look at him as he stared at her. His grey eyes were bloodshot and, as she drew closer to him, she could smell alcohol rolling off his breath. That at least explained his behaviour. He wasn’t entirely sober.

“I think it would be for the best, mate,” Ambrose said, recovering himself. “We can all sit down together and⁠—"

Andy levelled his attention on Ambrose. “I said, I don’t want a seat and I’m not your fucking mate. Spit it out, whatever it is, and then fuck off out of my apartment so I can go back to bed with my girlfriend.”

“We’ve got some bad news, Andy.”<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<

His demeanour shifted entirely. “What kind of bad news?”

“It’s your parents.” Martina took a deep breath. “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but they were found dead.”

He stared at her, his grey gaze glassy. “Is this some sort of joke?” The anger in his voice seemed at odds with his body language, but Martina couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was about the contradiction that made her uneasy. “I don’t know who put you up to this but I’m not going to play along,” he said.

“Mr Hadfield--” Martina started to speak but her cut her off with a shake of his head.

“Who put you up to this? I want to know. It’s a sick joke.”

“I can assure you this is no joke.” Ambrose’s tone was placating. “This is difficult news to take in, but I need you to hear me and understand what I’m telling you, Andy. Can you do that for me?”

Andy stared at him, his expression a confused mixture of disbelief and irritation. “I’ll call them right now.”

“Andy, I know this is hard, but you can’t call them.” 

Martina admired Ambrose’s calm, yet authoritative manner. It was something she hadn’t quite mastered yet, herself.

Andy looked between them, a tremor starting in his hands before it spread through his body. “You’re wrong. This is a joke. It has to be.”

“When did you last have contact with your parents?” Ambrose took a step forward, herding Andy over to the couch. 

“I can’t be certain,” Andy said, dropping down into the cushions. From where Martina stood, he looked like a deflated balloon, discarded after a birthday party. “You’re sure this isn’t some kind of mistake? Maybe I should call them to be sure.”

Ambrose took up the seat next to Andy on the couch, his large frame somehow folding into the remaining space like a magic trick. “I know this is hard, but I need you to think back to when you last spoke to them.”

Andy stared at his clasped hands and hung his head. “Yeah, sure, of course. It was a few weeks ago, I think.”

Martina retreated to the kitchen to fetch some tissues as Andy squeezed his eyes shut and his shoulders began to shake. “This can’t be real.”

She returned with the tissues and handed them over without a word. Andy took them and pressed them to his eyes without meeting her gaze. 

“What happened?” His voice was muffled through the tissue. “Was it a break in?”

Martina glanced at Ambrose, but his attention was firmly fixed on the man next to him. 

“We’re not sure yet,” Ambrose said. “We’re still gathering information.”

“What do you mean you’re not sure? You must know if it was a break in or something else.” Andy looked from Ambrose’s face and back to Martina.

“Can you think of any reason why someone would want to hurt your parents?”

Andy glanced down at the balled-up tissue in his hands and proceeded to pull the thin layers apart, allowing small flakes of it to drift towards the rug. “Not exactly.”

“You don’t sound certain,” Martina probed.

Andy shrugged. “There was some interest from a private firm that wanted to buy up most of the farm, but Dad refused to sell.” Andy kept his attention fixed on the tissue. “The neighbours weren’t best pleased by it.”

“Which neighbours?”

“The Phillips for starters,” Andy said. “Terry turned up on Dad’s doorstep several times. Mum had to call the police on one occasion because it got so heated.”

“Did the Phillips disapprove of your father’s intentions?”

“Terry tried to do a deal with the company, but Dad’s farm was the only useable land. They said they would only take Terry’s land if Dad would sell up as well.” Andy’s hands began to tremble. “You don’t think Terry Phillips would have hurt them, do you?”

“At this point we’re just gathering information,” Ambrose said smoothly. 

Andy shook his head. “I just can’t believe it.” He looked ashen as he scrubbed his hands over his face. “This doesn’t feel real.”

“And what about your sister?” Martina asked.

Andy stared blankly at her. “My sister? What about her?”

“Can you think of anyone who might want to hurt her?”

“Hurt Willow? No. Nobody. She mostly kept to herself. She didn’t have any friends. Not really. A bit too introverted if you ask me.” He sighed. “God, it must have been terrifying for her.”

“Well, if you can think of anything at all that might help with the enquiry, we’d really appreciate if you’d get in contact with us,” Ambrose said, climbing to his feet. “We’ll be assigning you a FLO—" Seeing the blank look on Andy’s face, Ambrose explained, “A FLO is a Family Liaison Officer. They’ll keep you in the loop for any major developments. Anything you need to tell us, you can pass it along to the FLO and they’ll make sure we’re informed.”

“I really don’t think that’s necessary,” Andy said dismissively. 

Martina found herself scrutinising his behaviour a little closer. He had spent a lot of time mopping his face and his eyes, but she couldn’t see any evidence of tears. Dismissing the thought as nothing more than her being too hypervigilant, she decided his reaction was probably typical of someone who had just suffered a particularly gruesome shock.

Andy followed them to the front door. 

“All the same,” Ambrose said pausing in the hall, “we’ll send the FLO over later today so you can become acquainted with them. Is there anything you’d like to ask?”

Andy started to shake his head and then changed his mind. “Do you need me to identify them or anything?”

Ambrose shook his head. “That won’t be necessary.”

Andy nodded thoughtfully. “Just one more question,” he said.

Martina froze with her hand on the door.

“Did it hurt?”

Ambrose shot her a sideways look before he returned his attention to Andy. “Excuse me? Did what hurt?”

“I know it’s a weird question,” Andy said, “But it’s something that will play on my mind if I don’t ask.”

When neither officer replied, he looked from Ambrose’s face to Martina’s. “Did they suffer?”

“I’m not sure that’s something you need to think about,” Ambrose said.

Andy nodded. “No, I suppose not. It’s just, you can’t help the way your brain reacts to these things, can you?”

Ambrose patted him on the shoulder. “We’ll be in touch, Mr Hadfield. And once again, I’d just like to say how sorry we are for your loss.”

Andy’s expression was impossible to read as he let them out into the hall. Mumbling her apologies, Martina followed Ambrose and waited until they were back out in the crisp early morning light. 

“That didn’t strike you as odd?” she asked, finally breaking the silence that had developed between them.

“Everyone deals with grief differently.” His voice was gruff, and despite the dismissal, Martina could tell from the troubled expression on his face that he was as unsettled by the experience as she was.


CHAPTER TWELVE




Melissa groaned. Why was it taking so long for her body to recover? It felt like a lifetime had passed since she’d been in that alley. Of course, when nighttime fell, and she was alone, it was as if no time had passed at all. The slightest noise put her right back on that stinking, glass-covered ground. She battled against panic and fear every time she closed her eyes, but that only made it worse. She’d been forced to sleep with the lights on, just like she had when she’d been five years old and had believed a monster lived under her bed.

Propping her body up in the doorway of her apartment, she surveyed the carnage. Her mother had chosen not to stay, and had only dropped by long enough to pick up a few extra things when Melissa had been in hospital, but the flat still looked like it had been ransacked by a Roman legion.

“I can help you get things straightened up,” Drew said behind her.

Shaking her head, Melissa crossed the threshold and hobbled to the nearest armchair. “No, this is my mess.”

“That’s not the point…”

“Drew, it’s fine. I’m just glad to be home.”

“Well, I still don’t think you should stay here alone. You can barely make a cup of tea without almost passing out.” His lips compressed into a thin line of disapproval. It was the kind of expression that made her think of her father. Not that Drew and her father had anything in common. They couldn’t have been more opposite if they tried. It had been a point of pride for Melissa that Drew was so completely different, especially when she thought back over her past relationships.

“I don’t need you smothering me any more with your mother hen routine.” Her tone was far harsher than she’d intended, a product of her pain meds wearing off. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.” She sighed and closed her eyes. The dark alley flashed on the inside of her eyelids, and she gasped, sitting bolt upright in the chair.

“What is it?”

“I just…” She shook her head. “It’s nothing. I’m fine, Drew, honest. You should go. You need to go to the office and see if there’s any progress.”

“You keep seeing it don’t you?”

“What?” The question took her by surprise. She’d been so careful to keep it hidden from him.

“That night. It keeps replaying in her head. You’re probably seeing flashes of the attack, reliving it over and over.”

Melissa stared at him like he’d grown a second head. She could rule out the possibility of him being a mind reader, and yet…

“It’s the same thing that happened to me after the Star Killer tried to skin me like a rabbit. Every time I closed my eyes, there he was, slicing off another piece.” Drew visibly shuddered.

“How did you stop it?”

“Time,” he said. “Harriet helped.” As soon as he said her name, he cringed. “Sorry⁠—”

Melissa shook her head. “You don’t have to apologise. You can say her name.” She glanced down at her broken and bruised hand. “I’m glad you had her to help you through it. I don’t think I’ll be so lucky.”

“Harriet would be happy to speak with you,” Drew said, before he added, “but only if you’d like her to.”

“Maybe…” Melissa grinned. “Probably not. You know me, I’m too stubborn for my own good.”

“True.”

Silence sat between them. Had it always been this awkward or was this something new? Melissa couldn’t be entirely certain, but she was willing to bet it had always been this way. She’d just refused to acknowledge it.

“I know you gave a statement…” Drew stared down at the ground. “But I know you, Mel. There are things you’re not sharing.”

“I’ve told you everything I know.”

“There’s nothing you’re holding back in the hopes of⁠—”

“The hopes of what?” Her voice rose. “You really think I’m holding back information? For what reason? So I can come back to work and break the case all on my own? Chelsea is dead, Drew. That little girl is lying on a cold slab instead of being tucked up in her own bed. And all because I fucked up. She’s dead because I didn’t share what was going on. Maybe if I had⁠—”

“She would still be dead, Mel. You and I both know it. They were going to kill her no matter what you did. She was talking to Angelica, sharing too much information. It’s not your fault.”

“Thanks, but I know the truth. She’s dead because of me. If I could have stopped her that first day, if I’d just stopped her leaving, she would still be alive.”

“And her mother and brother would probably be dead instead. They wanted to send a message. There was nothing you could have done to stop it.”

“I could have caught them.” Melissa’s voice wavered. “If David Grantly had given me what I needed⁠—”

“In a perfect world, none of this would happen. But that’s not possible.”

Melissa swallowed past the lump in the back of her throat. “You should go. If I can’t work, then I need you out there hunting that bastard down.”

“Mel, you really shouldn’t be alone.”

“I’m not going to do anything stupid, if that’s what you’re worried about. I need space, Drew. I know you mean well, but I need time and space.”

Drew folded his arms over his broad chest. “I⁠—”

“Drew, I say this with love, but please fuck off.”

He chuckled and Melissa felt some of the tension leave her body. At least he still understood her sense of humour.

“Fine, I’ll go. But only because you said, please. I’ll drop by⁠—”

Melissa held her hand up, halting him. “Only come if you have news. If I need you, I’ll call.”

Hurt flickered in his eyes but it was gone in an instant. “If you’re sure.”

“I’m positive. I need time to lick my wounds. But if there’s a development, promise you’ll bring me in.”

“You know I can’t do that.”

“Drew.”

“Gregson would have my hide.”

“Please.”

Blowing out a breath, he nodded. “Fine. If we learn something, I’ll let you know.”

“Promise?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Now go.”

“I’m going, I’m going. Christ, don’t be so obnoxious.” Grinning at her, he crossed to the door. As he stepped out into the hall, Melissa’s chest tightened. There was something so final about it. They would see each other again, she knew that, but it would be different.

“Drew…”

“Yeah?” He turned, his hand on the door.

“Thanks.” She swallowed. “I wouldn’t change a second of it.”

His smile was tinged with sadness, as though he could feel it too. “Me neither.”

And then he was gone, leaving Melissa with the horrors in her mind.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Maz squeezed his eyes shut and tilted his head back. For two days now, they had been going through the list of operators who had worked the night DI Appleton had been attacked, and it seemed that none of them had taken the call in question.

"This is ridiculous," Maz muttered beneath his breath. The scratch of Olivia's pen on paper could barely be heard above the general din of the canteen.

"I'm going to get a coffee and a sandwich. You want anything?" Maz pushed to his feet.

"We're missing a name," Olivia said finally. She glanced down at the paper and chewed thoughtfully on the top of her Bic biro. 

"How can you be sure?" Maz asked. He leaned over her shoulder and scanned the spidery scratchings she'd littered over the page, but it looked about as readable as hieroglyphs. 

"Because the numbers don't add up." Olivia nudged him in the thigh and Maz winced. 

"What was that for?"

"We need to know who else was on that night. Maybe someone who wasn't supposed to be at work was pulling an extra shift."

"And who do you--" Maz cut off as Olivia waved someone over.

"Alex, how are things?" 

Maz glanced up at the young man that crossed the room in their direction. His face was lit up with a bright smile.

"Livi, where the heck have you been? I haven't seen you in ages." 

Olivia was on her feet and the two met in a warm embrace on the opposite side of the table.

Rolling his eyes, Maz made off in the direction of the sandwich counter as the two started to catch up. 

As Maz paid for his tuna sandwich, the woman at the counter inclined her head in the direction of Olivia and Alex. "I think your mate is looking for you," she said as she took his money.

Maz glanced over his shoulder in the direction of Olivia, who was waving him over. 

"I think you might be right." Grabbing his cup of coffee and the sandwich, Maz slowly made his way back to the table.

Alex was sitting on the opposite side, with Olivia perched next to him. 

"Maz, you disappeared before I could introduce you," Olivia said. There was an excited gleam in her eyes as she quickly made the intros.

"Nice to meet you, mate," Maz said, doing his best to channel DI Haskell. Clearly it wasn't working, because Olivia threw him a sideways look. Maz settled into his seat.

"So, Livi, tells me you two are trying to work out who was at Force Control the night DI Appleton was attacked."

"Livi shouldn't go around telling just anyone." Maz sighed. He was tired, irritable, and bloody hungry, and the last thing he wanted to do right now was waste more time talking to another person who would have no information for them. At this rate, they would probably be better off speaking with the canteen staff. They would know who was on that night, and...

Maz jerked his head up and glanced at Alex. "Sorry, could you repeat that?"

Olivia glared at Maz, but she didn't say anything. Not that she needed to; he could see the wrath in her eyes. No doubt he'd be in for an earful on the way back to the office.

"I said I was on that night, too. A few of us caught some extra shifts." Alex glanced back at Olivia. "I'm saving to go on holiday to Marbella. You should come."

Olivia pursed her lips. "The last time I agreed to go away with you and your mates, Alex, it took me a month to get over the hangover." She laughed and it struck Maz then that it had been a while since he'd really seen Olivia smile or even laugh. Since the incident, she had been more subdued. It didn't help that she was always on desk duty these days and he did not see as much of her as he once had. Not that it should have made a difference. They were friends. He should have made more of an effort.

Shame burned in his cheeks as he watched her giggle conspiratorially with Alex. 

"You don't happen to remember who else was on that night, do you?" Olivia injected the question smoothly into the conversation.

Alex screwed up his face and listed off a few names, most of which were on the list they had collected. But one stuck out as unfamiliar. 

"I don't suppose you took the call about DI Appleton?"

Alex shook his head. "No, but I remember how shocked everyone was when we heard about it. I mean, you hear about officers getting attacked quite regularly, but what happened to your DI..." Alex whistled low and shook his head. "It's just awful."

Olivia leaned in towards him and lowered her voice. "You don't happen to know who exactly took the call?"

Alex's cheeks flushed with colour and for a moment. Maz wondered if the heightened flush was caused by anger or something else. A moment later, it became plainly obvious what emotion Alex was struggling with.

"I know this is going to sound weird, but there were two calls.” He ran his hand self-consciously up the back of his neck, a self-soothing gesture.

“Is it odd to receive two calls?” Maz couldn’t keep the scepticism from his voice.

“No, it happens all the time. Usually for RTAs or house fires, we receive several calls. But the weird part about this was that somebody had already sent an ambulance and police cars by the time the official call came in from some passerby who happened upon DI Appleton and the scene. We spoke about it afterwards, but nobody admitted to taking the first call, which considering how serious it was, was weird." He shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

"Do you discuss all the calls that come in?" Maz asked.

Alex glanced over at him. "Not really. I mean, sure, sometimes we do. Especially when it's something like the attack. When one of us is hurt, we all feel it." 

"But if anyone would know who took that call, it would be you, Alex." Olivia's voice was heavily laced with flattery. She touched his hand gently. "You've always been able to ferret out everybody's secrets."

Alex visibly relaxed, his smile smoothing out the furrow that had appeared between his brows. "Well, if I had to guess, I would suggest you have a chat with Celeste Jackson. She was on that night, and right around the time the first call would have come in, she disappeared for about fifteen minutes."

"What's so significant about that?" Maz asked. 

“We're allowed to go on breaks, especially if we've had to deal with a particularly difficult call. You get to go out and take a breather. Most of us get a cup of tea and grab a smoke out back. I went on a break around then. I got a call from some girl..." He cut himself off and shook his head. "It doesn't matter. It was just a rough call. Anyway, I went out back for a sneaky ciggie and Celeste was outside arguing with someone on the phone."

"You didn't catch who she was talking to, did you?" Olivia shot Maz a meaningful look.

"I just assumed it was her boyfriend. They're always fighting." He glanced at Olivia. "The on-again-off-again type. It's ridiculous the number of times we've told her just to dump the loser, but she won't."

"So, if this was common, why was it different that night?" Maz asked.

"Because I heard her saying she wouldn't do 'it', but the moment she realised I was outside, she ended the call sharpish. I asked if she was ok, but she shrugged it off and suggested she'd had a tough call." Alex sighed. "We normally talk about it, but she wasn't interested in sharing and hurried back inside after that."

"And was there anything else she did that struck you as suspicious that night?"

Alex glared at him. "It sounds like you're fishing for some kind of evidence that Celeste did something wrong."

"I'm not fishing for anything of the sort," Maz said indignantly.

Olivia placed her hand on Alex's arm. "Alex, chill. We're just looking for people who can help us. We have no interest in getting Celeste in trouble. It's not like that, so don't worry, ok?" 

Alex shifted in his seat and shook his head. "This doesn't feel right, Livi. It kind of feels like you're looking for a way to scapegoat Celeste, and I'm not interested in helping you do that. She didn't hurt DI Appleton, that much is clear by the very fact that she was here at work the entire time."

"Nobody thinks she hurt, DI Appleton," Olivia said quickly. "Really, Alex, you're being a little bit ridiculous."

He glared at her and then got to his feet. "I'm being ridiculous? You're the ones in here questioning us when we're just trying to do our bloody jobs. I'd call that ridiculous."

"Alex--"

"No, I'm not interested, Olivia. This conversation is done. I wish you luck in finding the person responsible, but you're barking up the wrong tree here and you know it." Before she could say another word, he was gone, leaving Olivia and Maz alone.

"Well, that went disastrously," Olivia said. She sighed and sat back in her chair with a glum expression.

"Are you kidding me? That was the closest we've come to real information since we got here."

"But we don't actually have anything useful," Olivia said. "It's just hearsay."

"True," Maz said. "But if the DCI gives us the go ahead, we can use it to question Celeste."

Olivia nodded but the look on her face was still downcast. 

"Come on, Livi, what can I do to cheer you up?" Maz asked, a broad grin stretching his mouth.

Olivia's chin jerked up. "For starters, you can never call me that again." She got to her feet and Maz followed suit. "And secondly, you can buy me a proper coffee, not the shit they serve here."

"That doesn't seem fair," Maz said, trailing her. "Why does he get to call you cutesy nicknames?"

"Because I've known Alex since I was five, when he would paddle around in my kiddie pool in the nip."

"Wait, what?" Maz hurried to catch up to her, but Olivia managed to stay ahead of him.
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“We need to take this to the boss,” Maz said as he passed the paper cup full of coffee over to Olivia.

Pulling a face at him, she started towards the car. “I think that’s a mistake.” She sipped at the coffee gingerly, and despite her care still managed to burn the tip of her tongue. “Holy shit, it’s like lava.”

Maz grinned at her. “Well don’t be so bloody impatient then.” He paused at his side of the car and stared at her over the roof. “Why is it a mistake?”

“Because the moment we do that, we lose the element of surprise. And that’s honestly all we have right now.”

“DI Haskell would never compromise the integrity of the investigation.”

“That’s not what I mean, Maz, and you know that. Something like this needs to be treated with kid-gloves. The DI will insist we do things by the book.”

Maz started to protest but Olivia cut him off with a shake of her head. “If you pull your head out of your arse for a minute, you’ll realise I’m right.”

“Look, you’re not even supposed to be out here. If we go ahead and question Celeste without the guv’s say so, things are going to get really messy.”

Shame burned in Olivia’s cheeks as she read between the lines of what he was saying.

“Shit, Maz, no need to be an asshole about it.” She slipped in behind the steering wheel. “I already feel shit about everything that happened. I know I screwed up before, but you can’t keep holding that over my head.”

“That’s not what this is about.”

“Yeah, it is,” she said. “I made a mistake and now you all think I’m reckless and⁠—”

“Olivia, that’s not what I mean.” Maz ran his hand over his eyes, a gesture Olivia recognised as belonging to DI Haskell.

“If we’re correct, it means one of our own helped to put DI Appleton in the hospital. Best case scenario, she wasn’t directly involved, she was just the messenger. Worst case…”

He didn’t have to finish his thought because Olivia knew exactly what the worst-case scenario meant for them. They had a leak. As much as she hated to admit it, Maz was right. They needed to speak to the guv. They were in over their heads. And Olivia needed to prove that she’d turned over a new leaf.

“You’re right,” she said.

“Excuse me?” Maz half turned in his seat to stare at her.

“You heard me, Arya.”

“No, I don’t think I did. For a minute there, I thought you said I was right. The Olivia Crandell I know would never admit that.”

Rolling her eyes, Olivia started the car. “Yeah, yeah, you’re right. Don’t get too used to it.”

Maz groaned. “I knew it was too good to be true. No chance you’d just let it go.”

“This is huge, Maz. If we go in all guns blazing, we’ll lose the only real lead we’ve had since all of this started.” Gripping the steering wheel, Olivia stared at the half empty car park. “I’m not a huge fan of DI Appleton, but she’s one of us. We should at least try and get a lay of the land before we take it to the boss. At least that way when we go to him, we’ll have something concrete to tell him.”

Maz sat with his arms folded over his chest, refusing to meet her gaze.

“Come on, Maz. You know I’m right about this. We don’t have anything real. And with the mood DI Haskell has been in lately, he’ll have our arse in a sling if we bring him a bunch of hearsay and speculation.”

“Fine.”

“Really?” Olivia couldn’t keep the excitement from her voice.

“Yes, really.” The frustration in Maz’s voice was palpable, and a kernel of guilt sprouted in Olivia’s gut.

She reversed out of the car space.

“Where do we start?” Maz asked.

“By trying to fill in some of the blanks.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Drew picked up his phone and quickly punched in Dr Sheridan’s number. Harriet had said the man was reliable, but despite leaving a message, Drew had yet to hear from Dr Tony Sheridan. 

The phone rang twice before being picked up. The sound of rustling paper and plastic travelled down the line and was followed by a slightly out of breath male voice.

“I forgot to ask for a portion of spring rolls.” 

“Sorry, what?” Drew glanced down at his screen, convinced he had somehow entered the incorrect number. “Dr Sheridan?”

“I know you’ve probably added them anyway. I don’t know why I forgot. Recent events have me a little more harebrained than usual and my Mini is back in the garage.”

He sighed, giving Drew the break in the conversation he needed to interject. “You are Dr Sheridan, correct?”

“Yes.” Tony’s quiet voice turned wary. “You’re not Delun.” There was a pause and the faint sound of traffic in the distance travelled down the line. “And you don’t sound like anyone else who works in the Chinese Takeaway.” There was an accusatory tone to his voice, as though Drew had deliberately tried to trick him into revealing more information than he had wanted to impart.

“My name is DI Drew Haskell. Dr Harriet Quinn gave me your number and said you might be willing to offer some assistance if I ran into trouble.”

“Oh, Dr Quinn.” The rustling of paper and plastic resumed in earnest. “How is Harriet? I haven’t heard from her in…” The noise stopped and Drew could practically visualise the man on the other end of the line scratching his head while he tried to recall the necessary details. “Well, it’s quite some time, anyway.”

“She’s taking some time off,” Drew said. “She’s in Ireland at the moment.”

“Time off? That doesn’t sound like the Harriet Quinn I know.” Tony sounded marginally more jovial than he had previously.

“Well, after everything that happened at the university and with the press camped on her front doorstep, she needed some time to work things out in her head.”

“What situation at the university?”

“You don’t know?” Drew wondered if calling up Dr Sheridan was such a good idea. From what Drew had witnessed so far, the doctor was more a bumbling idiot than a sharp-witted profiler capable of going toe-to-toe with one of the worst serial killers in Canada’s history.

“With things as they are here, I haven’t had much time for reading the newspapers.” Drew detected a level of strain in the other man’s voice.

“Anything my team can help with?”

Silence followed Drew’s offer, and he wondered if Dr Sheridan had hung up.

“No, this is something that only I can deal with.” A pregnant pause followed. “Is Harriet all right?”

Drew wished he could be certain of the answer to that question, but the truth was, he didn’t honestly know how Harriet was. He knew what she told him on the phone. However, her radio silence was disconcerting. He knew deep down that she needed time, and he was willing to give it to her. Whatever she needed, he would gladly let her have it, so long as it meant she would come back to the team… back to him.

“It’s been difficult.” He’d been aiming for neutrality but missed it by a mile. He roughly sketched out Harriet’s situation without sharing too much information. If Dr Sheridan wanted to, he could always look it up for himself.

“I can imagine,” Dr Sheridan said finally. “That’s a nightmare scenario for anyone who values their privacy and Harriet does, perhaps more than most.” He sighed. “It can’t have been easy for any of you.” There was a depth of empathy reflected in his voice that surprised Drew. For the first time since they’d started talking, he understood why Harriet had suggested he speak with Tony if he found himself in need. 

“Well, DI Haskell, what can I help you with?”

Drew opened his mouth to reply and faltered. Now that he had the psychologist on the phone, he wasn’t sure where to start. If it were Harriet on the other end of the line, knowing what to say would come easily. They would talk around the problem until finally his mind would put enough of the puzzle pieces together so that he could explain the issue.

With Dr Sheridan, Drew found himself at a loss. 

“Just start at the beginning, DI Haskell. That might make things a little easier.”

So, Drew did just that. He explained all he knew of the situation involving Melissa and the attack that had put her in the hospital fighting for her life. While he didn’t have all the details, he had enough to sketch an image for Dr Sheridan.

When he finished, Drew waited, with nothing but the even breaths of the man on the other end of the line for company.

“And you said this is a county lines drugs operation?” Sheridan said finally.

“That’s what DI Appleton thinks. She’s been pursuing this group for some time now. It became a professional obsession.”

“She sounds very driven.”

“She’s one of the most dedicated officers I know.”

“And you’re sure this is county lines?” 

Drew detected an edge of incredulity in Dr Sheridan’s voice. “What are you getting at, Dr Sheridan?”

“Please, call me, Tony. Everyone else does. And I’m not doubting the veracity of your DI Appleton. Nor am I questioning your interpretation of the facts, DI Haskell.”

“What then?”

“Well, it’s all a bit personal, isn’t it?”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“I could be wrong, I very frequently am,” Tony laughed. “And I suppose without seeing the crime scene reports and photographs, I’m fishing in the dark.”

“I can send them over if you’d be willing to take a look,” Drew said.

“That would be very helpful. Just going on what you’ve told me, the attack on DI Appleton sounds like it’s personal.”

“Are you suggesting DI Appleton has some kind of personal connection to the gang?”

“God, no!” Tony sounded genuinely shocked. “But the murder of the young girl…”

Drew swallowed around the lump in his throat. He’d attended the postmortem personally and even now, when he closed his eyes, he could see the disfigured face of the child staring, unseeing, at the clinically white ceiling.

“She was an asset.”

Drew snapped back to the present and realised belatedly that Tony had continued to speak whilst he was lost in his own morbid thoughts.

“People like that don’t value the kids who work for them,” Tony was saying. “As far as they’re concerned, for every one they lose, there are ten more to take their place.”

Drew ran his hand down his face. “It’s my understanding that they go through a kind of wooing period. Wouldn’t that suggest the kids have an inherent value?”

Tony’s voice became muffled before growing clear again. “True, but it rarely lasts very long.”

“What does that have to do with the attack on DI Appleton and her informant?” Drew asked.

“They could have killed the informant at any time. And they could have killed DI Appleton.”

“I don’t think I emphasised the level of injuries DI Appleton sustained,” Drew said. “She very nearly didn’t make it.”

“But if they’d wanted her dead, DI Haskell, she would be dead. No ifs, buts, or maybes about it. DI Appleton survived because the head of the gang wanted her to. And the young girl feels like a message. A warning.”

“You think it’s a threat?”

“Maybe. I’m not sure,” Tony said, sounding a little flustered. “I don’t do my best work on an empty stomach.” He let out a long breath. “I need some more time to think about it and look at the files.” His voice faded on the line as though he’d set the handset down and wandered away. His voice was muffled and distorted and Drew could barely hear him. “Where did I put it…”

“Dr Sheridan? Tony.”

“Leave it with me, DI Haskell.” Tony’s voice boomed back on the line, an excited hitch to his breath as he spoke rapidly. “As soon as I have something more concrete for you, I’ll get back in touch.” The line went dead abruptly, leaving Drew to stare at the phone in his hand in bewilderment. Sheridan might be good at his job but how anyone got along with him, Drew couldn’t fathom.

But Harriet had recommended him and Drew trusted her implicitly. If Dr Tony Sheridan was worthy of her praise, then he would just have to believe it.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Olivia leaned over the bathroom sink and splashed cold water onto her face. It had been a long few days. She’d spent so long going through the records and combing through each one of Celeste Jackson’s calls, she was surprised she could see at all.

Pulling the eyedrops from her back pocket, she tipped her head back as the bathroom door swung open behind her. The cold drops stung as she let them hit her eyeball before her automatic urge to blink kicked in.

Holding open her other eye she quickly repeated the process.

A throat clearing behind her made Olivia flinch. With her vision blurred, she tried to make out the vaguely human shaped figure reflected in the mirror.

“Why are you talking to everyone in the Force Control room about me?” The woman’s voice, despite the directness of the question, was timid.

Olivia swore under her breath as she tried to swipe at her streaming eyes with the back of her hand.

“Sorry, I’m a little⁠—”

“Oh, did I catch you at a bad time?” There was no mistaking the sarcasm in the voice at her back.

As her vision started to return, Olivia realised with a sinking feeling in her gut that the woman behind her was Celeste Jackson. She’d promised Maz to stay away from her. Not an easy feat, but so far, she had kept her word.

Replacing the lid on the bottle of eyedrops, she turned to face the young woman. Celeste Jackson was petite. The woollen jumper she wore swamped her birdlike frame, making her look like a child playing dress up in her mother’s wardrobe.

“Celeste, I presume?” Olivia held her hand out but let it drop back to her side when the gesture was ignored.

“You know right well who I am. You’ve been poking your nose into my business all week. Did you think I wouldn’t find out? Well, I don’t know how your team works but ours is a loyal bunch.”

“That’s important, especially considering the type of work you do.” Olivia tried to imagine what Dr Quinn would do in this situation. The woman in front of her was obviously upset. If she was going to salvage anything useful from their conversation, she needed to get Celeste to calm down.

“Don’t bother with your manipulative horseshit. We all know what your little team is really like. You run around doing whatever you want, consequences be damned.” Her look was pointed, and Olivia felt the urge to check the collar of her shirt was still buttoned. “You don’t care who you hurt. You only care about clearing case files off your plate so you can have another commendation from on high.”

“Celeste, I don’t know what it is you think you know, but we’re not trying to hurt anyone. We just want to find the people responsible for putting DI Appleton in the hospital.”

Horror dawned on Celeste’s face, letting Olivia know she’d screwed up.

“And you think I had something to do with it?”

“No, that’s not what I’m saying.”

“I would never hurt one of our own.” Celeste covered her mouth with her hand and turned away. Her body was rigid, but Olivia had spent enough time with Dr Quinn to know there was something unspoken in the way she held herself. As Celeste moved her hand, the sleeve of her blouse rode up, exposing her wrist. The bruising was unmistakable. Olivia had seen enough women with marks like that to know a domestic abuse victim when she saw one.

Sensing Olivia’s attention, Celeste jerked her sleeve down and turned away.

“Celeste, if there’s anything you need⁠—”

“Stay the fuck away from me!” She took a few steps forward and wrapped her arms around her chest. When she turned back, the myriad emotions Olivia had seen just moments before were gone, replaced with a cold stare. “I won’t let you throw me under the bus. I didn’t do anything wrong, and digging around in my files and chatting to my colleagues is nothing more than a witch hunt. Everyone knows you’ve got nothing on me.”

“Celeste, why did you delete the call log?” With nothing left to lose, Olivia decided to ask the question that had been burning on the tip of her tongue from the moment she’d realised who was standing in the bathroom with her.

“What call?”

“The call you took about DI Appleton’s attack. You deleted it.”

For a moment, confusion clouded Celeste’s features but it was gone as quickly as it had appeared. “I never deleted any call, DC Crandell. The system glitched the following night. Ask any of the others who were on shift, and they’ll all tell you the same thing. One minute, everything was fine and the next, the whole system went down. It was only for a couple of seconds, but it was enough to create panic.” Her words sounded rehearsed to Olivia.

“Celeste, if someone is pressuring you. If somebody forced you to⁠—”

“Just shut up.” Celeste took a step towards Olivia as though she planned to physically enforce her words. Panic sparked in her eyes, an expression Olivia recognised only too well. “Just shut up,” Celeste repeated. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Nobody is forcing me to do anything. I come here, do my job, and that’s it. Stop trying to twist everything I say.”

Olivia held her hands up placatingly. “Celeste, you came to me, remember? I think you did that because you know this isn’t right. Whoever attacked DI Appleton can’t be allowed to get away with it.”

“I don’t know anything. I just need you to stop asking questions and poking your nose in where it doesn’t belong. I can’t help you.”

Before Olivia could reply, Celeste pushed out through the bathroom door, leaving her to stare after the woman’s retreating back.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Sitting in the beige tartan armchair next to the window, Harriet enjoyed the warmth of the sunshine that poured in through the glass. Splaying her fingers, she examined her short nails. The incessant ticking of the clock on the black, marble mantlepiece grew louder with every passing second. 

The room was perfectly neutral. Nothing out of place. It had, to Harriet’s mind at least, an almost unlived in feel. Not an easy feat, considering the room formed part of the Victorian terrace townhouse belonging to Dr Silva.

“Sorry for keeping you.” Dr Silva swept into the room as though conjured by Harriet’s thoughts. The silken, cream kimono style cover-up she wore trailed behind her like a delicate cape. Her mint green blouse was perfectly pressed, as were her stone-coloured linen trousers, making Harriet feel slovenly in her travel worn outfit. 

“It’s fine,” Harriet said. “I was a little early.”

Dr Silva paused and let her gaze slide over Harriet. “How are you, Harriet?”

“Fine.” Harriet smiled and let her gaze fall to her hands again. 

“You know that’s not sufficient here.” Dr Silva crossed to the matching, beige tartan chair opposite Harriet and settled into it. “We don’t use words like, ‘fine’ here.”

“Sometimes, fine is an apt description.” Harriet could hear the challenge in her voice. She was behaving like a petulant child and that would help no one, least of all her. “I’m sorry.” With a sigh, she met Dr Silva’s gaze. “I’m just tired and I’ve had a lot on my mind.”

“Would this have anything to do with the stories printed in the newspapers?”

Shame caused heat to spread from Harriet’s chest, up her neck and into her face. “So, you’ve seen them then.”

“I have.” Dr Silva’s tone was noncommittal. 

“What did you think?” Harriet sat back in the chair and attempted to feign mild interest. Not that she really believed she would fool the woman sitting opposite. Dr Silva had known her far too long to be so easily led astray.

“I was concerned for you,” Dr Silva said. “I know how deeply you care about the work you do. I know how much it means to you. And to have such an accusation levelled against you would be very difficult.”

“To describe it as difficult is a kindness.” Harriet smiled and allowed herself the luxury of examining the contents on the bookcase behind Dr Silva’s chair. 

Only the scratch of Dr Silva’s pen on the paper of her leather-bound notebook was loud enough to be heard over the ticking of the clock. 

“I sense there’s something else on your mind, Harriet.”

“I suppose there is.” Harriet swallowed around the lump in the back of her throat. “You said I care deeply for the work I do.”

Dr Silva settled her steely gaze on Harriet. The Roman blind prevented the sun’s rays from reaching all the way across the room, leaving Dr Silva cloaked in shadow. This had the unusual effect of making her grey eyes appear darker than normal. The psychologist said nothing in response to Harriet, creating an uncomfortable void in the conversation.

Harriet understood the other woman’s reasoning behind her behaviour. She wanted to create a place where Harriet could feel unhurried and unjudged. A place outside of the rest of the world, a place apart.

And for the most part it, worked. But Harriet didn’t need a place set apart from everywhere else today. She needed somewhere that would help her solidify the thoughts in her mind. What she really needed was a friendly ear, someone who would listen and then help guide her chaotic thought-processes into something more rational. Who she needed was… Harriet banished the idea from her head.

“And I do care for my work,” Harriet said, hunting around in the back of her mind for the right words. “But I’m not sure it’s enough.”

Dr Silva lifted her gaze from the pages of her notebook. “Oh?” There was genuine puzzlement in her face. “In what way is it not enough?”

“That’s the part I’m struggling with,” Harriet said. “Who am I really helping?”

“I’m sure your students would say you were helping them to fulfil their potential.”

“But they don’t need me for that,” Harriet said. During her time in Ireland, she’d found herself with a lot of time to truly think about her work. Sure, writing up papers was important, and she wouldn’t argue with the idea that teaching the next generation of psychologists to truly excel in their chosen field was vital to the future of the profession. But the more she dwelled on it, the less certain she was that it was the best use of her expertise.

She could do more. She needed to do more. 

Dr Silva tilted her head to the side. “Are you thinking of leaving the university?”

Harriet’s laugh was bitter. “Can you truly call it leaving if you’re pushed?”

“I thought you said Dr Baig had reversed his decision on the suspension.”

“He has.”

Dr Silva scribbled a note in her pad. “I suppose I can understand why you might still feel like you’ve been edged out.”

Harriet nodded. 

“However, do you think you might be using it as an excuse?”

“How so?” Harriet fought the urge to behave defensively, especially considering her sessions with Dr Silva inauspiciously resulted in her feeling stripped bare and utterly vulnerable. Was this how everyone else felt when they spoke with a psychologist?

“For quite some time now, you’ve spoken about being frustrated in your work at the university. From my perspective, it seems that type of work no longer fulfils you as you would like it to. In contrast, your work for the police has helped to make you feel more confident in what you have to offer. You speak of it bringing you a —" she flipped back through her notebook. “A kind of morbid happiness. You felt useful in a way you could never feel when working at the university.”

“That is true,” Harriet said. “But even my work with the police leaves me with a kind of longing. There’s still something missing.”

“And what do you think that might be?”

“I think I’m tired of always being too late.” Harriet buried her face in her hands. “Everything I do with the police, while it helps to bring the victims the justice they need and provides closure to the families, it still feels like too little, too late.”

Dr Silva, settled back into her chair. “And do you see a solution to this problem?”

Sighing, Harriet let her hands rest in her lap. “I don’t want to give up my work with the police. Although, after everything that has happened, there’s no guarantee they’ll invite me back.”

“But your name has been cleared of any wrongdoing.”

Harriet gave the woman opposite a wry smile. “The media doesn’t care about that. All they see is their next salacious headline. And people tend to believe that there’s no smoke without fire. DCI Gregson and the others have to consider public perception. Without the goodwill of the people they are charged to protect, their job becomes infinitely more difficult. And I wouldn’t want to make Drew’s life any harder than it has to be.”

The briefest flicker of a smile crossed Dr Silva’s face. But if she had anything to say, she kept it to herself, and for that, Harriet was glad. “I’d like to work with the victims of violent crimes,” Harriet said.

“You mentioned that you previously worked in a clinical setting, but you haven’t said why you left.”

“It was a long time ago.” Pausing, Harriet twisted her fingers around the hem of her jumper. 

“And you’re not ready to talk about it yet?”

“Not yet,” Harriet said. “The situation at the university brought a lot of things to light. Things I foolishly believed I’d dealt with.”

“You know you’re always welcome to discuss them here.”

“I know.” Harriet flashed the psychologist a smile. “I need to process things a little more in my own head, first. But as soon as I’m ready, I’ll bring them up here, I promise.”

“No need to make promises, Dr Quinn. These sessions are designed to help you do your job better. If you feel that not discussing something from your past benefits you here in the present, then I’m certainly not going to force you.”

Suitably chastised, Harriet felt heat creep into her face.

Dr Silva glanced at her wristwatch. “Time’s up.” She glanced at Harriet. “Unless there’s something more you need.”

“No, it can wait.” Harriet stood and picked her bag up from the floor. There was so much she hadn’t found the courage to say. Clearly, she wasn’t yet ready to deal with all of her demons head on. But that would come with time, she was certain of it. She knew enough about her own process to trust that it would tell her when the time had come to open up further.

Dr Silva stood and hesitated. “I’m sorry if I seemed a little abrupt.”

Surprised by the other woman’s admission, Harriet reached out and touched her hand to Dr Silva’s arm. “You were fine.” 

Surprised, Dr Silva stared down at the place where Harriet’s fingers rested against her arm. “Good. I know I can be a little too clinical sometimes. Too many years spent working to a schedule, I suppose. Private practice is still relatively new to me.”

She gestured for Harriet to move ahead of her. “Same time next week suit you?”

“That’s fine,” Harriet said. “I’ll let you know if anything clashes.”

A few moments later, Harriet was back in the safety of her own car. Dragging in a deep breath, she closed her eyes. She had put the inevitable off for long enough and there was nowhere else for her to go. The thought of going home filled her with dread but there was nothing else for it. She had run as far as she could, and now there was nowhere left to turn.

Sliding the key into the ignition, she started the engine. She would feel better once she was home. There really was nothing for her to fear. It was a lie she had told herself often to soothe the unease that turned over in her mind. But the lie was no longer soothing.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Melissa leaned against the sink and struggled to fill a glass with water. She was taking her pain medication like clockwork. Popping each little white pill was all she had to look forward to.

A million times since Drew had dropped her at home, she had contemplated calling him and begging him to let her come back. She had mistakenly thought being at his house was hard. Being alone was so much worse.

If she wasn’t crying because of the pain, then it was because of the frustration of her body not cooperating. And then there was her mind. What had once been her greatest asset had become a trap laced with misery. She couldn’t sleep. There was no rest to be found. She’d tried binge watching some television shows, but her brain betrayed her at every turn with images of Chelsea and the darkness of that night.

Her grip slipped on the glass, and it tumbled into the sink, shattering into a thousand jagged pieces. Seeing it glittering there sent her right back to the alley and the broken glass strewn across the ground. The sound of Chelsea’s laboured breathing echoed in her ears.

“Please, make it stop.” She squeezed her eyes shut, fighting to bury the memory before it could fully take hold.

The doorbell rang, jerking her away from the precipice in her mind. She glanced down at the glass in the sink, but it was just pieces of a broken tumbler. She wasn’t back in that alley, she was home. She was safe.

That last piece of knowledge cut her to the bone. She was safe, but she’d failed to keep Chelsea safe.

The bell rang again, and Melissa hobbled towards the small hall. She was exhausted. Even crossing the short distance from the kitchen to the living room left her feeling wrung out. She used the furniture in her home like stepping stones, pausing at each piece long enough to take a breath. Finally, she reached the door and tugged it open.

DS Ben Mason stood sheepishly in the hall, his dark curly hair and navy coat still damp from the rain. Melissa gripped the frame, allowing it to hold her weight as she stared at him. Cold air drifted inside, curling around her ankles like an unwelcome ghost.

Ben opened his mouth, and Melissa took the opportunity to slam the door in his face. There was a perverse kind of satisfaction in witnessing the look of surprise that crossed his features as the door rushed towards him.

“Melissa, please. I came to see how you are.”

“Fuck off.” She hated that her voice was so hoarse. All the honey and lemon in the world couldn’t soothe a throat made raw by screaming herself awake every time she drifted off.

“Come on. I know I messed up, but we’re mates. When I heard what happened I⁠—”

“You what? I bet you thought all your birthdays had come at once. That if I died, you’d be off the hook for double crossing me.”

“Don’t talk shit, Melissa. I was terrified. Nobody knew if you were going to pull through. I contacted Rich and everything.”

“I bet he took your call” Melissa said, allowing her bitterness to coat her words.

“He said you were in a bad way, but your Mum was going to see about taking you back down South. I wanted to catch you before you left.”

Melissa opened the door and then turned and hobbled back to the living room. “Lock the door when you come in. I’m not risking that bastard coming back to finish the job.” She made it as far as her armchair and flopped down into its relative comfort. The pain was beginning to ramp up. It started like a dull ache, an itch she couldn’t quite scratch. Then, as the seconds ticked by, it grew by degrees. Every breath, every small movement built on the pain until it was all she could think about. It screamed inside her head like a dentist’s drill.

Melissa felt bad for not asking Drew how’d he’d coped after the Star Killer had tried to do him in. She’d seen the scars. The pain must have been excruciating.

Ben shuffled into the living room and paused. Melissa kept her eyes firmly shut as she struggled to return her breathing to a more normal pace.

“You look better than I expected,” he said.

“You mean I only look half-dead?” Melissa cracked one eyelid.

“More like three-quarters. But hey, I love what you’re doing with your face these days; the bruises really bring out the bloodshot colour of your eyes.”

Despite herself, Melissa started to laugh. “You’re a prick. You know that, right?”

Ben shrugged. “I’m flattered.”

For a few brief moments, Melissa allowed herself the spark of joy that Ben’s company brought. But like all joy in her life these days it faded faster than she would have liked. As the laughter faded, Melissa let the silence close around them.

Finally, Ben coughed awkwardly and made a move towards the couch. “Can I sit?”

“You really hurt me, you know.”

The look of devastation that crossed his face surprised her. He hadn’t seemed so beat up about it all when she’d confronted him that day. Amazing what a little guilt could do.

“I know I fucked up, Mel. If I could take it back, I would.”

“Well, you can’t. It’s done. And anyway, it wouldn’t make a difference now. I’m benched, whether I want to be or not. Gregson won’t let me within fifty feet of this case because of what happened.”

Ben stared down at his hands. “What if I told you there was a place for you on the task force they’re setting up for this county lines drug ring?”

“I’d say nobody will let me play, Ben. We both know it.”

“What if I could guarantee it. Would you come if I could get you in?”

“What, come to Scarborough? It wouldn’t exactly be a stretch.”

Ben shook his head. “Nah, not Scarborough. Leeds. That’s where all the action is. If we want to get to the big boys, we need to go where they’re doing all of their big business.”

“I appreciate the offer, but that’s never going to happen.”

“Why not?”

“Well, ignoring the fact I’m not yet fit to get back to work, they tried to kill me, Ben. The powers that be won’t want me investigating my own attempted murder.”

“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong,” Ben said, a smug smile hovering on his lips. “You’ll be investigating county lines drug gangs. Not murder, attempted or otherwise. It’s a joint force effort. And they’ll be only too happy to let you move over to Leeds after what happened. It’s a fresh start, Mel.”

He had a point. It was a chance at a new beginning. But that didn’t change the fact that right now, it felt impossible.

Melissa stared down at her hands. There was a slight tremor, the first indication that she had missed the latest dose of her pain meds. She’d been so caught up in the conversation with Ben that the pain had taken a backseat for a change.

The moment she acknowledged that little fact, the pain came roaring back, and with it, the fear from that night. Sweat beaded on her brow and the tremors in her hands increased. She closed her eyes and tried to take a deep, steady breath, but she was instantly transported back to the alley.

The monster who had attacked her was there, pinning her to the ground, forcing her to listen to Chelsea’s rattling breaths as they slowed and then stopped.

“Are you all right?” Ben’s voice came from some distance away, but Melissa used it as an anchor to pull herself from the memory. How could she transfer to Leeds when her own mind was determined to destroy her? She wouldn’t be an asset to the team, she would only hold them back.

“I don’t think I can, Ben.” There was a shake in her voice that left her feeling pathetic. “I’ve got a long road ahead.”

“Nobody expects you to come over straight away.” He sighed. “Just think about it, okay?”

Melissa shook her head. Her vision was beginning to narrow. “Just go. You’ve done your good Samaritan deed for the year. But you and I both know I’m fucked. I’ll be lucky if they don’t force me to take early retirement after this. And I don’t need you here placating your guilty conscience by dangling my dream job in front of me when you know I don’t stand a chance of getting there.”

“Mel, that’s not fair. I was just⁠—”

“You felt bad, Ben. I get it. But you’ve done enough damage. You don’t have to kick me when I’m down, too.” Her voice was harsh and sounded nothing like her.

“When did you become such a hard-nosed bitch?”

“When I stopped taking crap from pissants like you.” She needed him to go, and in that moment, she would have said anything to get him out the door. She knew she was being unnecessarily cruel. He didn’t deserve this. She’d known him a long time and yes, he’d screwed up, but who hadn’t?

“I’m not sticking around here just to be insulted.” He hesitated. “I don’t get you, Mel. Everything was fine.” She could see the confusion on his face.

“Go on then, leave.”

“Why are you doing this? The offer is real.”

“Ben, go!”

“Mel, come on. Think about it.”

“Fuck off, Wheelie Ben. And take your pity party of a job offer with you.”

He stood in the middle of the living room and stared down at her. Emotions she couldn’t read flitted across his face. Melissa wanted to feel remorse but at that moment, the pain in her body gave her no opportunity to feel anything but the burning in her nerve endings. What felt like an age later, Ben shook his head and crossed to the hall without a backwards glance.

When the front door slammed shut a moment later, Melissa managed to get to her feet. She hobbled down the hall and turned the key in the door before sliding the chain into place. Her knees buckled and she slid down the wall. The tears she had fought to hide from Ben coursed down her cheeks.

She’d been right; she’d be lucky if they didn’t try to retire her. She was under no illusions regarding the severity of her injuries. Sure, she liked to put on a brave face, but she couldn’t lie to herself.

She was afraid. Terrified, in fact. They had done their best to break her in the alley. And she couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe they had succeeded. Not physically. Her body had taken a beating, but it would heal. It would take time, but it would happen. But the mental scarring from her attack was more difficult to quantify. Even now, as she sat slumped on the floor, safe in the hallway of her own apartment, she could feel that monster’s hands on her, feel his breath across her face. What if he never left her mind?

That thought alone was enough to drive her to the brink of madness. For so long, she had trusted her mind to carry her through the horrors she had witnessed as part of her job. Not anymore. It had turned against her, and Melissa didn’t know how to fix it.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Ambrose sat down in his chair heavily and leaned back, causing it to creak loudly.

"Nothing new then?" Martina glanced at him over the top of the stack of files on her desk.

Ambrose gave a noncommittal groan and scrubbed his hand over his eyes. "The pathologist wants us to come down so he can run over the results."

Martina screwed her nose up in distaste. The last place she wanted to spend the remaining hours of her shift was trapped in the morgue. The smell would linger in her hair and clothes until she could get home for a shower. For some, the idea of going home was probably a comfort but not so for her. To her mind, going home was just another problem she wished she could postpone.

The situation with Mum had deteriorated further. And while she had known it would happen, she was not prepared.

Her father’s determination, while admirable, was making a difficult situation worse. When she'd suggested that they consider looking at some facilities for Mum to move into, he'd blown a gasket. Nobody was going to take his wife from him. She was ill, not a criminal to be locked away.

Martina sighed and closed her eyes. There had been a time when she'd admired her father's stubborn streak. Now though, she could understand why it had always bugged mum so much. 

"I can see you're as thrilled about the idea as I am," Ambrose said wryly. 

"Am I that transparent?" Martina reshuffled the files on her desk in search of a statement made by the neighbour.

"I can read you like a book," Ambrose said. "Go on then, tell me what's bothering you."

Martina sighed and sat back abruptly in her chair. "Have you seen the statement the neighbour made?"

Ambrose's brows snapped together. "The neighbour? The only statement we have from him is from the night the scene was discovered."

"And nobody followed up?" Martina couldn't keep the surprise from her voice. "Shouldn't we maybe have a word with him?"

"He hasn’t got much to tell us, beyond the obvious."

"He was friends with the family. He might know something about the familial relationships."

Ambrose's expression brightened. "You want to know what he thinks of the son, don't you?"

Martina's face twisted into a grimace. "Is it wrong that I think the son knows more than he's telling us?"

Ambrose shrugged. "Nah, he was a bit too put together for someone who'd just received the news that his parents were dead."

Martina gathered her items together and slipped them into her rucksack. "So, you wouldn't mind if had a chat with the neighbour then, would you?"

Ambrose's mouth became a moue of displeasure. "You’d do anything not to come to the pathologist's office with me."

"I'll take that as a yes, then." She flashed him a broad smile before slipping into her jacket and hurrying from the office. She needed to get out before he changed his mind.

An hour later, she parked outside a large stone farmhouse set back from the road. As she switched off the ignition, two large black dogs came bounding across the yard in the direction of her car. Despite their size, their barks were high in pitch and Martina cringed, her hand frozen on the door handle.

It was still a decent walk to the front door. There was no way for her to avoid the canine confrontation. She contemplated beeping the horn in the hopes that it might bring someone from the household to her rescue, but that kind of behaviour would instantly make her look wea first impressions.

The dogs jumped and pranced alongside the driver's door as Martina started to push it open. Their yips grew louder; loud enough to drown out the hammering of her heartbeat.

Her sweaty palms slipped along the edge of the door as she placed one foot on the ground.

"Good dogs." Her voice sounded reedy and pathetic to her own ears. If Ambrose were here, he'd already have the dogs eating out of the palm of his hand.

But he's not here, Martina. So, get on with it.

Steeling herself, she pushed open the car door a little wider, giving herself barely enough room to slide out. "Good dogs," she said through gritted teeth. "Bugger off and let me get out of the car." The last was uttered beneath her breath.

Keeping her back pressed against the car’s body, she put her rucksack between her and the excitable dogs. If they were going to lunge and take a chunk out of anything, better that it was the bag and not her arm.

"They know you're afraid." The voice came from somewhere behind her. If Martina had to guess, it came from the large sheds that occupied the space off to the left of the house.

"Twist, Dolly, heel."

The dog's tails dropped instantly. One started in the direction of the disembodied voice. The other, however, stood its ground.

"Dolly, heel!" The sharp tone seemed to do the trick and Dolly scrambled in the direction of the stranger.

Relieved, Martina willed her heartbeat to slow its tempo. Turning, she gripped the side of the car and stared at the man across from her. 

His tousled blond hair shone in the faint sunlight. His face and arms were tanned, suggesting to Martina that he was someone who spent a lot of time outdoors. The two black dogs sat next to his feet, their bodies pressed as close to his legs as possible.

He finished cleaning his hands on the piece of cloth he held and absentmindedly leaned down to stroke the head of one of the dogs. 

"You all right?" His voice was low, casual even, but there was a hint of something else there. An uneasiness that surprised Martina.

"Yeah, I'm fine." She sucked a breath in and kept her gaze fixed firmly on the man instead of the dogs. "Are you Mr Phillips?"

He grinned at her before he shook his head. “That’s funny, you’re not the first person to come looking for Terry recently. Seems he’s a popular guy. I’m Damien Parker.” He jerked his thumb in the direction of the sheds. “I rent this from Mr Phillips."

Martina's eyebrows rose in surprise. "You rent the sheds?"

"The whole farm," he said. "Terry wanted to retire but he wasn't ready to sell up at the time. So, he rented it to me instead. I actually own the farm over the hill back that way." He jerked his chin in the direction of a distant hill, but Martina didn't bother to look.

"Is Mr Phillips around?"

Damien shook his head. "No, they went away. Terry's nerves were shot after that business up at the Hadfield’s."

Martina's heart dropped. "Shit." Whoever had taken the initial statement from Terry Phillips had obviously not told him they would be following up. Then again, maybe they had, and Terry had just ignored it.

"Who should I tell him was looking for him?" Damian took a step in her direction. The dogs shifted with him as though they were glued to his legs.

"DC Martina Nicoll," she said, eyeing the dogs uneasily.

He rocked back on his heels, surprise widening his hazel eyes. "You're a police officer?"

Martina cocked her head to the side. "Yeah. What did you think I was?"

Damian shrugged but to Martina's mind at least the movement was a little too nonchalant. "Maybe a saleswoman. I don't know, I hadn't really thought about it too much. I didn't think you were a police officer though."

"Did you know the Hadfield family?"

Damian shook his head. "Not particularly well." He glanced down at the dogs and then seemed to change his mind. "Well, I suppose I knew them relatively well."

"Which one is it?"

Damian grinned. "Relatively well. I'd had a couple of chats with Mr Hadfield about renting out his land to me."

"And what did Mr Hadfield think about that idea?"

Damian's smile faded. "He was having none of it. Reckoned his son was going to take it over and he didn't want some stranger coming in and messing it all up." Damian sighed. "Not that I would have done anything like that. When you speak to Terry, he'll tell you that I run a tight ship here. I'm a hard worker and I don't believe in squandering opportunities."

"Were you upset that Mr Hadfield wasn't interested in your proposition?"

Damian's laughter took Martina and the two dogs at his feet by surprise. They scrambled up from their seated positions and started to yap excitedly.

"Twist, Dolly, hush." Damian glanced at Martina. "You're scaring the nice detective lady." 

Martina tried to loosen her grip on the strap of her rucksack, but her fingers refused to cooperate. Her muscles sang with tension as she watched the dogs for any sign that they were going to change their mind about obeying their owner.

"Not a fan of dogs I take it?" he said.

"What?" Martina's voice was a little higher than she would have liked.

"The dogs. You seem really nervous. I can put them in the shed if you like."

Martina hesitated. 

"You're welcome to come over to the trailer and have a cup of tea. You've come all this way, after all. Seems a waste not to."

She nodded. "That would be great."

He pulled a face and Martina wondered if she'd made a mistake. "Full disclosure, I've mostly got camomile tea, but I might be able to scrounge you up a regular tea bag if you're lucky."

Martina felt a smile tug at the corners of her lips. "Camomile is fine." 

With a satisfied jerk of his chin, Damian returned his attention to the dogs. "Come, Twist, come, Dolly." He turned and disappeared back through a side gate and the dogs trotted after him. 

Martina took the opportunity to take in her surroundings. The farm was positioned low in a hollow, with the fields sloping upwards on all sides. 

She took in a deep breath and wrinkled her nose as the scent of manure assaulted her senses. While it looked pretty enough, the idea of living out here in the country didn't appeal to her.

Damian appeared at the gate and pulled it open for her to follow him. "They're locked up tight, so you're safe."

She slipped through the gate and waited as he shut and locked it behind them. "This way."

He led the way across the yard. The muffled sound of the dogs barking reached her ears as they passed the first shed.

"It's not really fair," Martina mused.

"What's not fair?" Damian looked back at her over his shoulder.

"To lock them up just because of me."

He shrugged. "They're fine. They've got tons of space, and the back door of the shed is open if they want to run off some of their energy in the back field." His face broke into a wide grin. "They're not the smartest pair, so they probably won't figure that out until they tire themselves out from barking."

He paused next to a small caravan and pulled open the door.

"Do you live here?" Martina asked as she followed him inside.

"God, no. I just use this as a kitchen, so I'm not bothering the Phillips for hot water and the like." The caravan was equipped with banquette seating along the back wall, beneath a large window. "Grab a seat. Sorry it's so cramped. I did my best with it when I bought it."

"Where do you live?"

“Close to Goathland,” he said, filling the kettle in the small sink. "I used to live around here when I was a boy, but my parents moved down south when I was ten."

Martina took a seat and smiled to herself as she noted the worn pattern on the oilcloth spread, and the wilting jam jar of wildflowers set out in the centre of the table.

"What brought you back to the area?"

Damian grimaced. "It's kind of a long story." He shot her a sideways look. "The short version is that I had a break down while I was working in London."

"I'm sorry," Martina said awkwardly. 

He shrugged his broad shoulders. "Not your fault. And anyway, nothing to be sorry about. Best thing that ever happened, if you asked me." He turned towards her and carried two mugs of steaming tea back to the table. "Once I recovered, I packed the job in, cashed in on my flat and moved up here. Bought myself a small house and a plot of land and fell in love with farming."

The fragrant scent of the camomile tea tickled Martina's nose and she took a deep breath. When she looked up, it was to see Damian at the other side of the table grinning at her.

"Not many around these parts appreciate a good cup of herbal tea."

Wrapping her fingers around the chipped mug, Martina shrugged. "When you spend all day, every day, drinking tea and coffee, you learn to appreciate different things." She took a sip of the drink and glanced up at Damian in surprise. "This is amazing."

Colour spread up his cheeks and rushed towards his hairline. "I grow the camomile myself and then turn it into tea leaves. A bit of honey from some of the local hives, and it makes a lovely refreshing brew."

Martina took another sip and savoured the warmth as it spread down her throat and into her chest.

"I'm glad you like it," he said, pride edging his voice.

She set the cup back on the table. "I asked you earlier whether you were upset that Mr Hadfield hadn't liked your proposition."

"Oh, that." A wry smile tugged at the corners of Damian's mouth. But there was something in the way his shoulder's tensed that told Martina his nonchalant demeanour wasn't entirely honest. "It was fine. More than fine, really. Once I got stuck in here, really stuck in, I realised I'd bitten off more than I could chew."

"How so?"

His eyebrows rose, the only indication he'd heard her question as he kept his attention trained on the cup between his large, calloused hands. 

"Terry is a good bloke but he's a bit of a pain in the arse too." Damian sighed. "It's not easy taking on a place like this. And it's made even more difficult with Terry constantly looking over my shoulder."

When he looked back up and met her eyes, Martina could see the naked honesty exposed in his expression.

"He's not happy with how you're running the farm?"

Damian shook his head. "Nothing I do is right, in his eyes."

"So why not leave?"

Damian shook his head. "I've sunk every penny into this place. If I pull out now, I'll lose it all. When I suggested to Terry that I was planning to approach Mr Hadfield, he wasn't happy about it. Between you, me, and the four walls, I think he's the reason Hadfield wasn't interested in my offer. When I got here, the farm was going to waste, too many fields left fallow. They should have brought in some sheep for the uneven terrain."

He cut himself off with a shake of his head that caused a curl to flop down onto his brow. "Listen to me going on. You're not interested in this shit."

Martina shook her head. "It sounds like the farm here was in trouble?"

Damien nodded. "This one and the Hadfield's. It was a money pit and how Hadfield has managed to keep his running for so long when it's obviously haemorrhaging money, I don’t know." He took a mouthful of tea. "I honestly don't understand why they ran them into the ground the way they did."

Sitting back against the fabric cushion of the banquette seating, Martina tried to make sense of what she'd been told. "Why would they run them into the ground like that?"

Damian shrugged. "Like I said, I don’t know. Your guess is as good as mine. I haven't been able to work it out because it just makes no sense at all."

Martina took another thoughtful sip of her tea. "Were they close friends, Mr Hadfield and Mr Phillips?"

Damian screwed his face up into a grimace. "I wouldn't exactly call them close friends no. Maybe there was a time when they were, but recently, since I got here..." He gave a one shouldered shrug. "I don't think so."

Damian glanced out the window and swore. "I've got to go."

Martina glanced in the direction his attention was focused and spotted a couple of sheep making a great escape through a small gap in the fence.

With a smile, she thanked him for the tea as she followed him back to the car. "If you can think of anything else useful," she said as she exited through the gate. "This is my number." 

Damian took the card she offered and stared down at the name and constabulary symbol on the front. "You know, if you wanted to grab a drink sometime..."

Martina grimaced inwardly. He was a nice bloke and very easy to talk to, but considering the investigation they were running, it wouldn't be remotely professional to accept his offer.

As though he could sense her trepidation, he shook his head sheepishly. "Sorry, you've probably already got yourself a fella and here I am, putting my welly boots in it."

"It's not that," Martina said. "It's the investigation."

Understanding dawned quickly in Damian's hazel eyes. "Right, got you." He hesitated, scrubbing his hand across the back of his neck as he looked back down at the card. "Does that mean, if there was no investigation, you might say yes?"

Martina laughed. She had to admire his tenacity. Shrugging off the question, she returned to the car and, after unlocking it, tugged open the door.

"Maybe," was all she said. Colour mounted her cheeks as Damian's deep throated chuckle reached her. She slipped in behind the wheel and started the engine. This is not me running away, she thought as she carefully reversed out of the farmyard. 

But as she made it to the road, she couldn't resist one last look back at Damian as he singlehandedly tried to wrangle his sheep back onto the correct side of the fence.
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Martina's phone buzzed, alerting her to a phone call. Pulling over onto the side of the road, she stared at the number that pulsed on the screen. Her stomach knotted and without thinking about the consequences, she declined the call.

Dropping the phone back into the tray on the console, she did her best to ignore the nervous butterflies that started up in her stomach.

Dad knew better than to call her when she was at work. She'd patiently explained to him more than once that she couldn't just drop everything and talk, no matter how much it pained her to ignore him

Edging back into traffic, she tried to put the guilt from her mind so she could concentrate on the road ahead.


CHAPTER NINETEEN




“I’m telling you, this is where they filmed The Witcher. I’ve seen pictures of Henry Cavill standing right here.” Mariah indicated the large limestone cliffs surrounding them.

“You’re such a bullshitter,” Justin said with a shake of his head. “Why would Henry Cavill be filming The Witcher out here?”

“I’m not lying. Ask Tash.”

“Ask Tash what?” The petite blonde caught up to them before whipping out her phone. It was the perfect place to take a selfie to share to her socials. Smoothing her hair back from her face, she carefully angled the phone.

“Tell him, this is where Henry Cavill was filming for The Witcher.”

Tasha snapped the picture and pursed her lips as she looked over the results. The light wasn’t great, but a filter would fix that.

“I’m not sure. I think so,” she said, only half listening to the conversation going on around her. She angled the phone a second time, holding it in position while she watched Kyle scrambling over the rocks behind her. He chose that moment to look in her direction, a knowing grin spreading over his face as he caught her watching him.

“Shit!” Tasha swore beneath her breath as she hit a button and flipped the camera around before switching to video. She made a slow circle, taking in the tall limescale walls surrounding them.

“You know, if you wanted a picture, I’d be happy to pose for you.” Kyle’s voice in her ear sent a shiver down her spine.

“God, Kyle, don’t be so conceited.” She was aiming for nonchalant but missed it by a mile.

His smile broadened as he threw an arm around her shoulders, tucking her in against his body as though she was made to fit there. “Somebody learned a new word I see.”

Shrugging him off, Tasha took a step away. Why had Mariah let Justin invite him? She knew how weird things were between them. If Tasha didn’t know any better, she might think her friend was trying to sabotage her.

Not to be deterred, Kyle fell into step next to Tasha as she continued to film their surroundings.

“I’ve been thinking,” Kyle said.

“That’s a novelty,” Tasha said drily.

Kyle hopped up onto a rock, moving easily across the uneven surface. He paused with his back to her he crouched down to retie the lace on his hiking boot.

Swallowing hard, Tasha swung away so she couldn’t be caught staring a second time.

“We should grab a drink sometime.” Kyle straightened up and hopped down from his perch. Ignoring him, Tasha dodged between two large boulders.

Was he really doing this now?

Kyle appeared in the gap, blocking her exit from between the rocks. “What do you say?”

“Kyle, stop messing around. I⁠—”

A scream rent the air, the sound echoing off the limestone walls. In a flash, Kyle was off and running. He crossed the rocks and uneven terrain as though he were running on a flat track. Tasha’s heart hammered against her ribs as she followed him.

Another scream and the sound of rocks skittering drew her attention upwards on the sheer rock face. Without much thought, she angled her phone camera up, along with her vision. The heavy, grey mist made it difficult to see much, but for a moment, Tasha was sure she saw a flash of canary yellow. It was there one second, and then gone before she could open her mouth to call out to Kyle.

Kyle came to a skidding halt as a shower of small rocks and debris fell around him. He yelled and doubled over giving Tasha the chance to catch up to him. A bloody gash where a jagged piece of rock had struck him had opened over his left eye.

“Kyle—”

The skittering of rocks was the only warning they had, and Kyle threw himself over Tasha pushing her back as another cascade of rocks tumbled over them.

A scream was cut off with a sickening thud. Silence followed, broken only by a few stray rocks rolling down the cliff face.

The seconds ticked by, and Tasha became aware of the frantic beat of Kyle’s heart against her ear. Pushing against his chest, she stared up into his pale face. Ruby red blood contrasted starkly against the pallor of his skin.

“Are you all right?” His voice was a low rumble that faded into the background as Tasha peered past him.

The canary yellow looked odd against the grey limestone rocks. Like someone had taken a bucket of bright sunlight, given it form, and then poured it over the rocks. But it wasn’t sunlight because sunlight didn’t have red and black hair. Tasha’s brain refused to put the pieces of the puzzle together as she stared past Kyle.

“Tash!” He shook her sharply, drawing her gaze away from the body.

It was a body. The splash of yellow was a coat. The hair was black, and the red slowly spreading across the rocks was blood. The pieces slowly fit together in her mind.

The yell they’d heard. A woman… a desperate woman who had fallen to the jagged rocks.

A scream spread up from the pit of Tasha’s stomach, pouring out of her mouth until it reverberated and echoed around the rock face.


CHAPTER TWENTY




Harriet slid the key into the front door and opened the lock. The sound of paper shushing over the tile floor greeted her as she pushed the door inwards. Everything was exactly as she’d left it. It was a little dustier, but that was to be expected. Crouching down, she scooped up the post and set it aside on the table in the hall. 

She closed the door and basked in the silence. The panic from before she’d gone to Ireland was long gone, along with the reporters who had camped outside on the street. But just because those things had returned to normal, did not mean everything was as it always had been. Wearily, she made her way down the hall and out into the kitchen. Some things were different now. She was different. 

Setting down her bags, she filled the kettle and switched it on to boil. She grabbed a mug and dropped in a teabag. Pulling her phone from her pocket, she pulled up her contact list, her thumb hovering over Drew’s name.

He’d asked her to let him know once she was back. A quick message was all it would take. Scrolling through her messenger app, she took note of the unanswered text messages she’d sent to David. He’d said she could call or text him anytime. That had clearly been a lie. As soon as everything had blown up in her life, he had ghosted her.

She had thought there could be something between them. The truth was a painful reminder of the damage Jonathan Connors had wrought in her life.

Closing the app, she tried to release the tension that tightened her shoulders. One more night to herself before she properly returned to the real world. 

She put the phone down and grabbed her bags. When she was halfway up the stairs, the doorbell rang and she froze in her tracks. She contemplated ignoring it but quickly pushed the idea from her mind. She had nothing to be ashamed of. And hiding had not left her feeling any better.

Slowly returning down the stairs, she unlocked the door and let it swing open. The man on the step was well groomed. His shoulder length, light brown hair was swept back from his face and tucked fashionably behind his ears. His hazel eyes were warm and deep. Tiny gold flecks surrounding his irises caught the fading sunlight. The faint traces of lines on his face suggested somebody who spent a lot of time laughing or frowning. Harriet guessed it would be the former but at first glance she couldn’t be entirely certain. An aquiline nose marred his otherwise symmetrical features, reducing his ‘perfect Hollywood’ good looks to something much more interesting. 

His gaze found hers and his full, perfectly formed mouth quirked upwards at the corners into a broad smile. The expression flowed over his face, transforming and elevating his features, giving him a kind of boyish charm that hadn’t been there a moment ago. His eyes crinkled at the corners, forming a familiar pattern, vindicating Harriet’s initial assessment that here was a man who spent most of his time smiling.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“Dr Quinn? Dr Harriet Quinn?”

“And you are?”

“I’m sorry, my name is Stephen. Stephen Jackson.”

The name rang a bell in the back of her mind and Harriet decided to take a shot in the dark. “You’re a journalist?”

He placed one broad hand over his chest, his smile turning contrite. “For my sins, yes. I’m an investigative journalist.”

“What paper?”

“Freelance actually.”

“A gun for hire.” Harriet tried to mask the irritation in her voice. “I’ve got nothing to say.”

“Look, I was sorry about what happened to you. The things they printed, well, there’s no defending it.”

“They wanted to sell papers, and they succeeded.”

“But that doesn’t make it right,” Stephen said. He took a confident step forward.

“What do you want?”

“I wanted to talk to you about everything that happened. I wanted to hear your side of the story.”

Harriet started to close the door. “I don’t think so. As I said, I have nothing to say.”

He moved faster than Harriet anticipated, jamming his foot in the door, preventing her from closing it completely. “Dr Quinn, you’ve spent your career trying to give a voice to those who don’t have one. Let me do that for you. Let me give you a voice in all of this.”

Harriet tightened her grip on the edge of the door. “I don’t need a voice. It’s over and done with.”

“Are you really that naive?” One eyebrow raised towards his hairline. “From everything I’ve read about you, Dr Quinn, I wouldn’t say naïveté is something that fits your character.”

Harriet met his gaze steadily. “I have nothing to say.”

He tilted his head to the side. “Oh, come on, Dr Quinn. There must be something you want to get off your chest. We can help each other.”

Harriet pushed against the door. “Remove your foot before I call the police.”

“You and I both know they’ll keep writing about you. Everyone knows there’s no smoke without fire and with a history like yours, people will be only too happy to believe you capable of the terrible things they’ll print.” 

She hesitated, and like a predator sensing weakness, Stephen smiled. “Your mother is a fascinating woman, Harriet. Did you forgive her because you feel a kinship with the darkness that drove her to murder your brother?”

Anger clogged the back of Harriet’s throat making it difficult to think clearly. Do not dignify him with an answer. She did the only thing she could in the situation and pressed more firmly on the door, forcing him to remove his foot. 

“Think about it, Dr Quinn.” 

She slammed the door in his face. The letter box flipped open, and Harriet realised he had crouched down. “You know they’ll use your past against you. But I can help you. I can show everyone who you truly are.”

Rather than stand there listening to him, she darted up the stairs. The more distance she put between them, the easier it was to block out his voice. But it wasn’t until she closed the bedroom door that he was completely silenced.

Crossing to the window, Harriet opened the blinds and peered down at the street. Seconds ticked by, quickly turning into minutes as she waited at the window. When he stepped away from the door, he glanced upwards. Harriet’s breath caught uncomfortably in the back of her throat as she shifted backwards, blending into the shadows of the room.

She watched as he studied the front facade of the house before finally turning and strolling off down the front path. Harriet continued to study him as he crossed the road and disappeared from sight. A moment later, the sound of an engine starting up interrupted the silence. Standing on tiptoe, Harriet tried to catch a glimpse of his car but there was nothing to see. The engine faded into the distance and Harriet slumped against the wall. 

It wasn’t exactly the welcome home she’d been hoping for. Then again, with everything that had happened, it could have been worse. Closing her eyes, she sighed. Was this her life now? Was she really measuring her interactions with people based on whether she believed a bad situation could have been worse?

She could not, would not live her life like this. Things needed to change. She sank onto the side of the bed and for the first time in a long while, she knew exactly what the change would be.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Martina found Ambrose back at the station. The top button of his shirt was undone, and he looked a little worse for wear. His suit jacket was crumpled, discarded on the desk next to him. 

She paused and watched him, his face buried in his hands as he stared blankly down at the surface of his desk.

Martina cleared her throat as she walked back to her seat. "I wasn't sure if you'd be here," she said, doing her best to ignore the sagging in his shoulders.

"I just got back." Ambrose's voice was muffled. When he finally raised his head to look at her, his features were strained.

Martina cocked a questioning eyebrow at him and settled into her chair. 

Blowing out a breath, Ambrose tossed a folder across the desk to her. "Have you had lunch?"

His question took her by surprise as her fingers brushed the edge of the brown paper folder. "No, why?"

"Good." That was all he said, but it was enough to cause the hairs on the back of her neck to stand to attention.

Martina set the folder in front of her and flipped it open. She scanned the pages, her mouth drying up as she discovered the gruesome details of the triple murder. 

"This wasn't a run of the mill burglary," Ambrose said.

"Who would do something like this?" Martina's mouth was dry, her tongue thick, making it difficult to get the words out.

"I've never seen anything like it." Ambrose shrugged, a small gesture that belied the gravity of his words.

"Neither have I," Martina said. She could almost smell the coppery tang of blood as she read the catalogue of the wounds discovered by the forensic pathologist.

Closing the file, she sucked a breath through her mouth. It was an effort to prevent her mind from bringing the crime scene to life behind her eyelids. "Do we have anything back from forensics yet?"

Ambrose shook his head. "David has promised he should have something for us tomorrow."

Nodding, Martina pushed the file aside and turned her computer on.

"Any luck with Mr Phillips?" Ambrose asked.

Martina shook her head. "He wasn't there. But it wasn't altogether a wasted trip. I had a chat with the bloke renting the land from him."

"Mr Phillips rents out his farm? What, like one of those Airbnb things?"

Martina shook her head. "More like you'd rent a house. From what I could see, it was a much more permanent situation. Damian Parker. Nice, solid type."

"He have anything useful to add?"

Pursing her lips, Martina ran her thoughts back over the conversation they'd had. "A few things. He said Terry Phillips and Mr Hadfield were not as close as Phillips initially made out."

"Well, that's not a crime," Ambrose said. “Plus, that corroborates what the son said.” He leaned back in his chair, ignoring the ominous creak emitted by the frame as he clasped his hands behind his head. 

"He also said both farms were haemorrhaging money. He approached Mr Hadfield about renting out his land, but Hadfield wasn't having any of it."

Ambrose's expression turned thoughtful. "That can't have gone down too well with him."

Martina smiled. "I thought the same thing and I asked him as much. He said once he realised the state everything was in, he was glad Hadfield had turned him down. Said he'd bitten off more than he could chew with the farm he was renting from Phillips."

Martina leaned across the desk. "He also said, Hadfield was adamant that his son was going to take over the farm."

Ambrose cocked an eyebrow at her. "That's not exactly new."

"Agreed," Martina said as she clicked through to the files on her computer. "But I made a few calls before I got back to the office."

Ambrose had straightened up in his chair. "And what did you find?"

"Well, Mr Phillips said in his original statement that Hadfield's son was away at Uni, studying Agriculture with Farm Business management. When I checked with the Newcastle University, they said he had enrolled but he dropped out two months ago."

"Why would he do that?"

"He dropped out voluntarily. It was either that or they were going to flunk him out."

Ambrose's expression had turned thoughtful. "That doesn't really prove anything."

"No," Martina ventured, "but that doesn't mean it's not interesting. If Mr Hadfield was expecting his son to take over the farm but the son had no interest in it..."

"Plenty of children have no interest in following in their parents’ footsteps."

Martina conceded the point. "Mr Parker did say something interesting. He seemed surprised that Hadfield was able to keep the farm running. Looking into their finances might be worthwhile. Maybe he had creditors that we could talk to."

"It's better than what we've got so far, which is basically nothing."

"Do you think the DI will still refuse to entertain the idea of bringing in some outside help?"

Ambrose screwed his face into a grimace. "I really don't see him going for it. Maybe if we find something worthwhile in the financials, we'll be able to make a case for seeking outside assistance. But as it stands…" He shrugged. "It seems unlikely."

Martina nodded. "Then I’d better start looking into the financials."

Her phone rang, taking her by surprise. She picked it up and stared down at her father's number on the screen.

Unease wrapped its way around her spine, digging its tendrils into her like a creature latching onto its next meal.

"Everything all right?" Ambrose leaned a little closer as though he could sense the shift in her mood. 

"I think so. I have to take this..." She got to her feet and made for the door.

She waited until she was in the hall before taking the call. "Dad, you know you're not supposed to--"

"Is this Martina Nicoll?" The unfamiliar voice took her completely by surprise.

"Yes, who is this? Where's my father?"

"My name is Claire Graham. I'm a paramedic. I've got your father here."

Before Martina could form words, Claire cut across her. "He's fine. A little shook up. We've been trying to call you for a while."

White noise crowded Martina's brain, blotting out the voice of the paramedic on the other end of the line. "Is he hurt?" she finally managed to croak out.

"He’s—"

"I want to speak to him," Martina said, finally finding her voice. "Let me speak to my father, please." The last word was gritted out between her teeth.

The sound of things being fumbled travelled down the line until finally, Dad's voice, a little wheezy, said, "Marty?"

Her heart broke to hear such vulnerability in her father's voice. "Yeah, dad, it's me. What happened? Is it mum?"

"She was upset, love. I tried..." His voice cracked and the sound sent guilt coursing in Martina's veins.

"Are you at home?"

"No. They're taking me to the hospital."

"All right, Dad, put Claire back on the phone."

Once she knew where they'd planned to take her father, Martina ended the call. She didn't care if it was rude or not. All she cared about was getting over to Scarborough hospital as quickly as she could. Her parents needed her. 

You failed them. She tried to push the voice in her head aside but it refused to budge, a constant stream of guilt that soaked through her mind.

Returning to the office, she grabbed her coat and bag.

Ambrose looked her over. "What's wrong?"

"Family emergency. I've got to go."

He started to ask, but when he saw whatever emotion flooded her eyes, he stopped. He jerked his head in the direction of the door. "Go."

Martina did not need to be told twice.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Drew stared down at the pages in front of him, his brain refusing to make sense of the words. Since he’d dropped Melissa back at her own apartment, he’d found himself unable to fully concentrate. Her words repeated on a loop through his head. It felt like something had been irrevocably changed between them.

Getting involved had been a mistake, they could both agree on that point. That type of co-dependency wasn’t healthy for anyone. And Drew knew he carried his share of the blame. He’d known she was vulnerable after everything that had happened with Templeton. He knew her well enough to know that she was latching onto him because she felt adrift and she needed an anchor, and rather than let her find her feet with the team, he had tainted her entire experience.

Guilt weighed heavily on him. All he wanted to do was pick up the phone and ask her how she was. Or better still, drive over there and make sure she was managing. But she had asked him not to. He could see that she wanted to do this alone. She needed to stand on her own two feet, and he could understand that. However, knowing that didn’t make it any easier for him. He was so accustomed to shouldering responsibility and protecting those he cared about that having Melissa shut him out and block him from that role niggled at him like a toothache.

The phone on his desk rang, abruptly cutting off his circular thinking. Grabbing the handset, he answered without checking the caller ID.

“DI Haskell.”

Wind whistled down the line and he could make out the faint trace of birds cawing in the background.

“Hello?” He pressed the phone a little more firmly against his ear and caught the sound of rustling plastic. Was this some kind of prank call?

“There it is. Hello, DI Haskell!” The voice jolted onto the line. “Sorry about that, I dropped the phone. It’s a little scratched but nothing too egregious.”

“Dr Sheridan?”

“Please, call me Tony.” Tony huffed and puffed on the other end of the line like a man who had just run a marathon.

“Is everything all right, Tony? You sound a little…”

“Oh, it’s nothing. I wanted to catch up with you about your little county lines issue.”

Drew leaned back in his chair, a bemused smile playing over his face. Dr Sheridan’s description was not quite how he would have described the situation. “Do you have anything I could use?”

“Maybe.” Tony’s voice faded, and the rustling of plastic returned.

“Dr Sheridan, if this isn’t a convenient time.”

“Good call,” Tony said, his voice booming down the line again. “Give me five minutes and I’ll call you back as soon as I get in home.” The click of the call ending and the sound of the dial tone took Drew by surprise.

“You called me,” Drew muttered. Replacing the receiver, he got up from his chair and grabbed the files from the pile on the floor. As he flipped them open, the sight of Melissa’s handwriting tugged at his heart. If only she had shared with him.

Then again, how could she? He’d been so wrapped up with trying to clear Harriet’s name that he hadn’t given a moment’s thought to Melissa or what she’d been dealing with.

Now was not the time to focus on the past. He couldn’t change it, what was done was done. But he could help Mel now by finding the person responsible.
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Forty-five minutes later, there was still no word from Dr Tony Sheridan. Drew skimmed the autopsy report on Angelica Dawson, flipping through the notes quickly. The bastard who had killed her had really done a number on her body. There was no doubt in Drew’s mind that it was a message. Dr Sheridan had said as much the first time they’d spoken. Was it possible that there was more to the case than they’d initially thought? Had Melissa been lured into a trap?

Grabbing the phone, Drew quickly dialled Dr Sheridan’s number from memory.

For a moment, he thought the phone would ring out. Finally, when he had all but given up hope of reaching Tony, the man in question answered. “Dr Sheridan’s phone.” Tony’s voice crackled down the line. The sounds of the outside world were gone, replaced instead by the noise of a kettle boiling.

“Tony, it’s DI Haskell. Is this a bad time?”

“DI Haskell…oh, yes. Was I supposed to call you back? I’m sorry, time got away from me. I had a quick look through my notes when I got in the door, and I’ll admit I got a little carried away.”

“I hope that means you have something good for me,” Drew said. He flipped open the file on Chelsea Fraser and grimaced. She was just a child. How anyone could do such monstrous things made no sense to him.

“Well, I did a little bit of a deep dive on the whole psychology of county lines operations after we spoke. I was a little rusty on the details. And to be honest, we don’t have much information in relation to the psychology behind it.”

“That doesn’t sound promising.”

“Oh, don’t let that put you off, DI Haskell. Many of the tactics used by these gangs are very similar to those used in cases of domestic violence. In fact, many gangs have connections to modern slavery, too, so it stands to reason we would see some overlap.”

“You mentioned grooming the last time we spoke,” Drew said.

“Yes, but it’s not exactly the same kind of grooming used by sexual predators, although, there again we can see an overlap. Many of the children who are caught up in this kind of crime are sexually abused. Some are forced to prostitute themselves and are trafficked to other areas. However, true sexual predators tend to take their time with their intended target, often going to great lengths to ensure their hold on the victim is watertight. And they also go after much younger victims.

“In county lines, the victims are a little older, often on the cusp of adolescence. A kind of speed grooming is utilised and rather than it being older gang members doing the grooming, the victims are usually targeted by their peers and so-called friends. Other children who have already ‘gone country’.”

“You’re telling me it’s kids doing this to other kids? How can that be?” Drew stared down at the picture of Chelsea, unable to imagine how somebody so vulnerable could be a part of something so vicious.

“You only need look at the society we live in, DI Haskell, to find your answer. So much emphasis is placed on social standing. Teenagers are especially susceptible to this. Without the latest designer piece of clothing, or newest phone, they’re vulnerable to ridicule by their peers. We live in a hyper-consumerist society where everyone is in search of fast money and easy success. Boys are socialised online to admire and seek out hyper masculinity. You only have to look to the success of some of the more controversial male influencers. Those who shy away from it are often ostracised from their social group which can be devastating. Nobody wants to be pushed out.

“And then the younger generations are constantly plugged in. This kind of 24/7 technological communication is the perfect breeding ground for individualised coercive and persuasive messaging. How would you cope if your friends were constantly extolling the benefits of their illegal activity?”

“I’d get new friends,” Drew said smartly.

Tony laughed. The jovial sound travelled down the line, reminding Drew of similar conversations he’d shared with Harriet. He missed her. He missed sharing things with her and getting her unique view on the world.

“Said like an adult man confident in his own social standing. Children and teenagers, despite all indications to the contrary, are not yet fully formed. They lack the confidence of their convictions because they have not yet had their mettle tested.”

“But they’re breaking the law. They have to know it’s wrong.”

“And by the time they might ever consider that possibility, it’s too late. They’re in too deep and to back out would mean dire consequences. A price little Chelsea paid in a truly horrific fashion.”

“I’ve read the reports Melissa filed about Chelsea,” Drew said. He wasn’t entirely convinced by Dr Sheridan’s assessment of the children’s lack of responsibility for their actions. “She knew what she was doing. She was always quick to assert her rights. According to one of Melissa’s reports, Chelsea even went so far as to describe it as a kind of lifestyle choice. That sounds like someone who knew exactly what they were doing.”

“And I suppose when you were a teen, DI Haskell, you were always respectful of your elders. You didn’t falsely believe you knew everything. You didn’t wrongly assume were indestructible?”

“Well, I suppose…”

“What was that?”

“No, I was an idiot,” Drew said finally. “If you asked my sister, she would tell you I was a know-it-all little shit.”

“And so, you’re beginning to understand a little of what these children are dealing with. Their dual status as both criminal and victim is a tricky line to walk.”

“So how does any of this help me find the person responsible for Chelsea’s murder and the attempted murder of DI Appleton?”

Tony fell silent. The seconds ticking by as Drew stared out into the room beyond. He watched as Gregson called Olivia and Maz into his office and felt his curiosity pique. A moment later, Jodie Meakin joined them.

“After reviewing the files you so kindly sent over, I’m inclined to modify my initial assessment of the situation, DI Haskell. This was a threat to your DI Appleton and the entire team. The fact that they used a child to send the threat tells me these people don’t plan to just walk away. And when I look at the wider context of what was done to DI Appleton, the level of injury she sustained, the savagery involved in her attack, they want her to suffer. And as an extension of that, they want the unit to suffer.”

Tony’s words sent a shiver down Drew’s spine.

“They’re playing with you, DI Haskell. But make no mistake, this is a threat.”

“What message are they trying to send us?”

Tony fell quiet, only the scratch of a pen on paper could be heard over the line. “I would hazard that they want you to know that they can come for you at any time and any place.”

“Are you telling me DI Appleton is in danger?” Drew felt his hackles rise.

“Yes and no. I’m saying you’re all under threat. There is something about this entire ordeal that feels personal. As though you and your team have personally offended somebody important. But the level of injuries suggests a sadistic streak. Whoever this person is, they enjoy inflicting pain, so I wouldn’t imagine they will be in any rush to exact their revenge. They want to prolong it. I would expect them to find a way to get a message to your DI Appleton or your team. Something that will leave you in no doubt as to their intentions.”

“Could you be wrong about this?” Drew knew as soon as the question left his mouth that Tony was not wrong. There were too many unanswered questions surrounding the case, and too many things that just didn’t add up. After reading Chelsea’s postmortem report, Drew had thought Melissa lucky to have survived. But if he were honest, he knew luck had nothing to do with it. They hadn’t wanted to kill a police officer… yet.

Tony chuckled. “Of course I could be wrong, DI Haskell. While forensic psychology is a science, it’s not an exact science. Nothing is when it comes to the human mind. There is still so much we don’t fully understand. But if it’s worth anything, I don’t believe I am wrong. And I think if you spoke to Harriet about this, she would agree with my assessment of the case.”

Drew sighed. “I think you’re probably right. I just wish you weren’t.”

“Trust me, DI Haskell, I would love nothing more than to be wrong on this. I’ll send over a written report for you to peruse. While it won’t pinpoint an identity for you, it should help to fill in a few gaps you have in your case file. If I were to hazard a guess, I would suggest you look over your past cases. Something in there triggered this attack.”

“You think it’s somebody we locked up?”

“Or someone DI Appleton crossed paths with, as she seems to be at the centre of this. At any rate it gives you somewhere to start.”

“Dr Sheridan, I don’t know how to thank you. I really owe you for this.”

“I said to call me Tony and it was my pleasure, DI Haskell. It was a nice diversion away from my own troubles.”

“Anything you’d like assistance with?”

For a moment, Drew thought he might say yes.

Instead, he sighed. “No, DI Haskell. This is my own mess, and I need to stop avoiding it and face the truth head on. Look after yourself. And tell Harriet I said, ‘hello,’ will you?”

“Of course⁠—”

The call ended abruptly, and Drew was left staring at the receiver.

The door to Gregson’s office slammed open and Maz strode out. His face was ashen as he crossed the office with a determined stride. Jodie trailed him but said nothing. Drew watched as Max reached his desk, gathered up his belongings, and he exit through the front door.

Setting the phone down, Drew got to his feet in time to see Olivia rush out of Gregson’s room. She said something to Jodie, who indicated the main doors. Unease settled in Drew’s gut.

For days now he had been so caught up in his thoughts, chasing his own tail that he’d been neglecting the team. He’d known Gregson was keeping something from him, but he hadn’t pushed the matter, instead allowing the DCI to play his cards close to his chest. But something had changed. And considering the conversation he’d just had with Dr Sheridan, Drew knew he could not afford to be complacent any longer. The safety of the team depended on his ability to do his job to the highest standard.

Drawing in a breath, he squared his shoulders and made a beeline for Gregson’s office. It was time to confront the situation head on.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




“You two get in here now and shut the door.” There was a stoniness to Gregson’s voice that took Olivia by surprise. The DCI was renowned for his mood swings, but this was a little much, even for him.

Olivia was the last into the office and she closed the door quietly behind her. When she turned to face Gregson, he was staring down at his hands, which were planted on the desk in front of him. Had he found out? Did he know she’d been spending time away from the desk?

From the corner of her eye, she glanced at Maz. He wouldn’t have betrayed her. She was positive he had kept their secret. But if Maz hadn’t mentioned anything, then who had?

Silence filled the room, eating into the oxygen, making it difficult to breathe.

A short rap on the door behind her made Olivia jump. Gregson beckoned the person to enter, and Olivia’s stomach sank as Jodie slipped into the room. Maz wouldn’t have betrayed her to the boss, but he might have let it slip to Jodie. And as far as Olivia was concerned, she had no idea if the newest member of the group was trustworthy or not.

“Jodie…” Maz looked as confused as Olivia felt, which did nothing to make her feel better.

Jodie didn’t acknowledge the DS. Instead, she shuffled quickly over to Gregson’s desk, a sheaf of papers gripped tightly in her hands.

For a moment, everyone stood frozen. Olivia could Gregson was just waiting them out. Something was going on, and Olivia’s stomach knotted uncomfortably.

“Sir, we think we might have something." Maz, who stood awkwardly to one side of Gregson's desk, broke first.

From her vantage point, Olivia noted just how uncertain her DS appeared in the presence of their superior. It was something she'd failed to notice before.

"Go on then, spit it out." Gregson looked tired. Exhausted in fact.

"We've been doing a little digging, sir..." Maz's hesitancy was beginning to grate even on Olivia. The urge to jump in and take over the conversation strong, but whenever they’d discussed talking to the DCI it had been agreed that it would sound better coming from Maz.

"Aye, well that's your job.” Gregson made a point of glaring at them both. “I don't suppose you came in here just to tell me that, so out with it. What have you got?"

Maz glanced in Olivia's direction. She didn't need to be a mind reader to know that his resolve was beginning to waver.

"Well, it's just..." Maz rubbed his hand across the back of his neck. "During this digging we came across some new information."

"And?"

"It's about the night DI Appleton was attacked."

“Christ, man, get on with it. I don’t have all day.”

"We've got a name, sir." Olivia couldn't contain her nervous energy any longer and blurted out the answer. They had more than a name, but baby steps were best.

The DCI's attention snapped towards her, and it took everything in her not to take a step back. DI Haskell made interacting with the DCI look like child's play. If she were honest, whenever she saw them together, they had an excellent rapport, something Olivia knew couldn't be true because as far as she’d heard, the Monk, was incapable of developing a rapport with anyone.

With nothing to lose, she chose to barrel ahead. "I've got some friends down in the Force Control room and while I was chatting with one in particular, he happened to mention something interesting." She took a breath, attempting to gauge Gregson’s reaction to the information so far.

They'd agreed the story they would tell Gregson would be one made of half-truths. For instance, he did not need to know that she and Maz had taken it upon themselves to go and deliberately seek out the people who worked at Force Control based on a half-baked theory they'd pieced together from information Maz had gleaned while working with Jodie. Much better that the DCI think they had happened upon it.

Olivia chanced a look at Jodie. Did she know they had used her information as a jumping off point? It shouldn’t have been possible.

Gregson frowned, and Olivia’s heartbeat picked up.

"Well, this friend of mine mentioned that there was something strange with the way in which they received the call the night DI Appleton was attacked."

Maz found his voice again, his earlier anxiety replaced with eager excitement. “I’ve been through the call logs, sir, and from what we could find, there was no official call. Or if there ever was, it was deleted. An entire chunk of calls from that night were missing.”

"Go on." There was something in Gregson's voice that made Olivia hesitate.

But if Maz noticed, he didn't pay it much heed. “According to those working in Force Control, there was a system wide glitch the following night that wiped a lot of their information. We haven’t been able to recover it. And that makes it particularly difficult to trace who took the call. But that’s where Olivia’s mate comes in. He thinks there were two calls. One unofficial that didn’t come through the normal channels and one that came in later from a bystander.” Maz was beginning to babble, his excitement getting the better of him. “Olivia’s friend thinks the person who took the first call was Celeste Jackson

“She wasn’t officially on the roster for that night, she came in as a favour to cover for someone else. Sir, we think this Ms Jackson must know something about the assault, and we'd like your permission to bring her in so she can be questioned officially.” Maz left out the part where Olivia had already spoken with Celeste. Olivia was grateful for small mercies.

The silence in the room once Maz had finished speaking was so absolute that Olivia could have dropped a pin on the floor and it would have echoed throughout the office.

Had they screwed up? Was there something they were missing?

Gregson dropped back in his chair and steepled his short fingers in front of him. “And I’m supposed to believe that you both just happened upon this information?” When neither replied, Gregson continued. “You must think I came down in the last shower. You…” He jabbed a finger in Olivia’s direction. “…were placed on desk duty for a reason. If you’re a member of this team, then you follow the rules same as everybody else.”

“Sir, DC Crandell⁠—”

Gregson cut Maz off before he could finish his sentence. “I don’t want to hear it, Arya. We follow the rules or everything falls apart.” Tutting, Gregson turned away in his chair. “Fuck!”

“Sir, we were just following the breadcrumbs.” Olivia couldn’t keep the misery from her voice. She’d screwed up. It didn’t matter what she thought on the matter, the DCI was correct. The rules existed for a reason, and she’d gone against them.

“No, you went behind my back and used the information I was gathering to try and get ahead,” Jodie’s voice carried through the room like a crack of lightning.

“That’s ridiculous. You’re not the only one capable of police work.”

“DS Arya was with me the day I found the missing piece in the call logs. He knew a part of what I’d discovered but not the whole. That was where you got your lead from.”

“That’s as maybe,” Gregson said. He remained turned away. “But what’s done is done.” When he swung back around, his expression was a study in neutrality. “You say you want to speak with Celeste Jackson officially which tells me you’ve already spoken to her unofficially, is that right?”

“Well…” Maz ran his hand over the back of his neck.

“Yes or no.”

“Yes.” Olivia stared down at the ground, unable to meet the DCI’s gaze.

“And who else knows you questioned her?”

“Sir, we didn’t question her. It was just a conversation in the bathroom. She sought me out. And I didn’t accuse her of anything.”

Gregson pursed his lips and stared past them to the door. When he spoke again, his voice dropped several octaves. “What I’m about to tell you both in this room can go no further. Is that clear?”

Olivia nodded eagerly. From the corner of her eye, she spotted Maz stiffen.

“Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have told any of you. But after you two went poking your noses in where they don’t belong, my hands are tied.” From a collection of files on his desk, Gregson pulled a blue one free and flipped it open.

Olivia tried to read the top page, but the type face was too small to make much sense from a distance.

“As you know, Ms Meakin came to speak with me a number of days ago. It seems she came to much the same conclusion as you two. The only difference being, Ms Meakin was far more discreet about her suspicions. I gave Ms Meakin the authority to dig a little deeper into Celeste Jackson. Discreetly, of course.” He nodded in Jodie’s direction.

Jodie straightened up. “I pulled phone records from the night of DI Appleton’s attack and discovered two calls were made to Miss Jackson’s phone around the time of the attack. Both calls were made from DI Appleton’s phone. I traced the location of the phone. The first call was made in the general area of the attack. The second call, which happened a few minutes later, was made from a location some distance away from the attack site. This information, when shared with the DCI, gave him the evidence he needed to place Celeste Jackson under surveillance.”

Olvia brightened. “Sir, this is amazing, we’ve got everything we need to bring her in.”

Gregson shook his head. “We can’t bring her in.”

“Why not?” Olivia tried to keep the impatience from her voice. Yes, things were always more complicated when it came to investigating one of their own, but if what Jodie said was true, then they had more than enough to make a move.

“What I’m saying is that shortly after you two mavericks decided to conduct your own investigation independent of everybody else, it spooked Celeste Jackson. She decided to take an impromptu day off. She called in yesterday morning claiming to have the flu. And late yesterday evening an emergency call was made from Malham Cove.” Gregson paused to take a breath, allowing the weight of his words to sink in. “It seemed a woman had taken a fall from the top of the limestone cliffs. I think you both know where this is going, don’t you?” He sighed.

Olivia could see the colour drain from Maz’s face, leaving him ashen, as understanding sank in with them both.

“She took her own life?” Olivia finally found her voice.

Gregson stared down at the report. “We can’t be certain. The witnesses claim they saw a second car at the location, but we haven’t been able to trace the owner.”

Olivia’s legs gave out beneath her. If she closed her eyes, she could see Celeste’s face imprinted on the inside of her eyelids. The look on her face when Olivia had mentioned the call being deleted…

“Sir, there’s something else I need to tell you.” Olivia rubbed her sweaty palms over her thighs. He would be pissed but he needed to know. Without daring to look at him, Olivia swallowed and started to speak. “When I was speaking to Celeste, I noticed something.”

“Go on.” There was a stillness to Gregson’s voice that made Olivia nervous.

“She had a lot of bruising on her arms.”

“You never told me that,” Maz interrupted.

“She tried to cover it up, but I saw it clearly. It was obviously caused by somebody grabbing her because I could see the individual finger marks. When I tried to ask her about it, she became defensive, but I could tell she was afraid. I think she was being coercively controlled.”

“Is that all?” Gregson’s gaze bore into her, making the room seem impossibly small and claustrophobic.

“No, sir,” Olivia dug her nails into the palm of her hand. “I asked her why she deleted the call, and she got really upset. She said it was the glitch that wiped everything. When I suggested that maybe someone was pressuring her, she became afraid. As though just by me suggesting it aloud whoever was pressuring her would find out.”

“Anything else you want to tell me?” Gregson asked.

Hanging her head, Olivia tried to settle her nerves. “No, sir, that’s all. We were going to come to you with the information⁠—”

Gregson held his hand up, cutting her off before she could finish speaking. “I need time to think. For now, DS Arya, I’m suspending you effective immediately. Once all of this is straightened out, we’ll reassess your future with the team.”

Shock rendered Maz frozen where he stood.

“Sir, please, I—” Tears burned in the back of Olivia’s throat. This was her fault. She had screwed up, not Maz. She was the one who should get suspended. He hadn’t done anything wrong. If anything, he’d tried to tell her what a mistake it was not to go to the boss. He didn’t deserve this.

“Get out.” Gregson turned away, the dismissive note in his voice cut Olivia to the core. She knew she had screwed up, but this seemed excessive.

“Sir, I’m sorry I let you down. I’ll gather my things and go.” Maz left without looking at Olivia. She reached for him, but he shrugged away from her touch and left the door open as he stepped out into the main office. Jodie followed without a word.

“Sir, this isn’t Maz’s fault. If anyone deserves to be suspended, it’s me. I’m the one who screwed up. I’m the one who⁠—”

“He’s your superior, DC Crandell, he should know better. Make no mistake, it was your reckless actions that put him in this position, but the buck stops with him.” Gregson sighed. “You are to remain on desk duty for the foreseeable future. If I so much as see you standing at the coffee machine for a minute longer than necessary, I’ll have your arse in a sling. Is that clear?”

“Yes sir…”

“Good, then go.” He waved her away.

Olivia went in search of Maz the moment she left the office. But he was nowhere to be seen.

She spotted Jodie making her way back to her own office and hurried after her.

“Jodie, where did Maz go?”

Without looking up from the report in her hand, Jodie jerked her thumb in the direction of the front door. With a sinking heart, Olivia picked up her pace and made it to the door just in time to see Maz reversing from his car space.

Pushing out into the drizzly rain, Olivia tried to wave him down but if he saw her, he didn’t acknowledge her. Instead, his eyes were fixed on the road ahead, his white knuckled grip on the steering wheel the only indication of his mood.

“Maz!” Olivia shouted to him and stepped out into the road, but he ignored her. He turned out onto the main road. Olivia watched his red taillights disappear into the distance.

“Shit!” She ran her hands back through her hair. It wasn’t fair. Gregson should have suspended her. She was the one at fault. Guilt opened a pit in her stomach as realisation sank in. They were a team. If one of them messed up, it created a ripple effect throughout the group. And in this situation, her ripple had created a tidal wave that had left Celeste Jackson dead and seen Maz suspended.

“Shit, shit, shit!” Tears trailed down her cheeks, mingling with the rain that had started to come down hard and fast. The drops of water soaked through her shirt but that wasn’t what chilled her to the bone. It was the knowledge that she was responsible for Celeste’s death.

She’d thought life had taken enough from her when she’d fallen victim to Alfred Douglas. Just thinking about it was enough to cause the scar on her neck to prickle uncomfortably. But this was worse somehow. She’d never been afraid to suffer the consequences of her own actions, but being forced to sit back and watch on as others took the punishment for her mistakes cut deeper than Douglas’ knife ever could.

She needed to fix this, but if she was honest with herself, she had no clue how.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Martina sat next to her father’s bed. watching him sleep. A rebreather oxygen mask had been fitted to his face. Martina had tried to make it more comfortable, but the blue strap continued to dig into his hollowed-out cheeks. He looked so small, fragile even. Outwardly, he’d got off relatively lightly. A few bumps and bruises from when Mum had attacked him during one of her episodes. The real problem, as the doctor had told her, was his heart.

Heart failure. A progressive and eventually fatal illness considering his already precarious health and near constant state of stress. If things did not change, then Mum, despite the grim nature of her illness, would outlive him.

Closing her eyes, Martina let her head rest on the back of the chair. Something had to change, and while she knew what that change needed to be, she was painfully aware that her father disagreed.

A quiet knock on the door drew her attention. Ambrose stood outside the window and when he smiled, Martina felt her strength begin to waver. Getting up from the chair quietly, she crept to the door and slipped out into the hall.

Ambrose said nothing as he noted the look on her face and pulled her into a bear hug. Normally, she would have pulled away, but it had been a long and gruelling twenty-four hours since her father had been admitted to the hospital, and Martina was grateful for the human contact.

Ambrose released her, and as she took a step back, Martina used the sleeve of her jumper to brush away the damp tears from her cheeks.

“You didn’t have to come,” she said quietly. The sound of the television, mingled with the laughter from visitors and patients in the ward across the hall, adding a surreal layer to the situation.

“I wanted to,” Ambrose said. “Julie asked me to bring these.” From beneath his anorak, he took a Tupperware box and handed it over. “They’re Fat Rascals. But don’t let the Tupperware fool you. You’ll be relieved to know she didn’t make them.” He grinned at Martina. “She just wants everyone to think she bakes.”

“Well, tell her I said thanks. It’s really thoughtful. She honestly didn’t have to.”

Ambrose jerked his chin in the direction of the room. “How’s the old man getting on?”

Martina tightened her grip on the box and tried to force a level of brightness she didn’t feel into her voice. “He’s doing well. They said he’ll be able to go home in a couple of days.”

“What aren’t you saying?”

Martina’s head snapped up. “What do you mean?”

“Come on, I didn’t become a detective for the health benefits. There’s something you’re not saying.”

Leaning back against the wall, Martina blew out a breath. “Acute heart failure brought on by high blood pressure. Apparently, dad’s been suffering from high blood pressure for a while now but never bothered to tell me. The GP prescribed medication but he’s been so busy with Mum that he just stopped picking up his ‘scripts.” Martina swallowed around the lump in her throat. “The damage is…” Her voice failed her.

“Shit, I’m sorry.” Ambrose patted her on the shoulder. “Has your mum been ill too?”

It dawned on Martina then that she had never actually told him, or anyone, about what was wrong with her mother. Shame and guilt had kept her silent about it. Not that she was ashamed of her mother’s condition; it was more that she felt ashamed that she was so incapable of being the daughter her parents needed her to be.

Swallowing hard, she pushed away from the wall. “Fancy grabbing a coffee?”

“Will your dad be all right?”

Martina glanced back through the window. “He’s sleeping. He won’t miss me.”

“Fine, but only if you let me have a Rascal. Julie only bought enough for you and her; said I was enough of a fat rascal already.” Ambrose patted his belly, pride gleaming in his eyes.

“Somehow I doubt Julie said that to you.”

“Are you accusing me of lying?” Ambrose clutched his chest in mock indignation.

“Here, have at it.” Laughing, Martina handed the box over.
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“Why didn’t you say anything about what was going on at home?” Ambrose polished off the last of his Rascal before turning his attention to the sandwich he’d picked up in the hospital coffee shop.

“It wouldn’t have changed anything,” Martina said, staring down at her coffee. “People knowing about Mum won’t bring her memory back. And it certainly won’t make Dad any less stubborn about what needs to happen next.” She sighed. “I just wish I knew what to say to him to make him understand that she needs more help than we can give her.”

“If there’s anything I can do…”

“Actually, there is,” Martina said. Taking a deep mouthful of the black coffee, she grimaced as the molten liquid burned the tip of her tongue.

“Shoot.”

“Take my mind off it. Has forensics come back with anything useful?”

Ambrose pursed his lips. “Someone did a crude clean up job in the bedroom. SOCOs think somebody was sick and then it was cleaned up with bleach.”

“Do they think it was one of the victims?” Martina dumped the coffee in the bin before returning to her seat. “Considering the torture they endured, it would be understandable.”

Munching on his sandwich, Ambrose shook his head. “They’re not sure. They found prints but they match the family members.”

“Why did nobody miss the family sooner?” Leaning back in her chair, Martina crossed her arms over her chest. “The daughter was still in school. Shouldn’t they have noticed her absence?”

Finishing the last of his food, Ambrose dusted down the front of his shirt. “I’m going to follow up with the school but between that, the financials, going through the forensics, and the other interviews… Not to mention the other burglaries.” The spark Martina had seen in his eye earlier was gone, and now he just looked exhausted.

“You need more help,” she said.

Ambrose smiled. “I’ll be fine. You just focus on your parents.”

“No, Ambrose, I’ll be back in tomorrow. I’d come in today, but I need to have a chat with Dad first.” She swallowed around the lump in her throat. “Something like this, we need more help. The guv can’t expect us to⁠—”

“You know as well as I do that he’s not going to let us seek outside assistance.”

Martina let her chin drop onto her chest. She did know. But that didn’t mean she had to like or agree with it. “I should get back up there before Dad wakes up.”

As they stood, Ambrose awkwardly patted her shoulder. “Don’t feel like you need to rush back. I can manage my end of things. You just focus on your parents.”

Martina tried to fix a smile on her face. Work didn’t worry her but focusing on her parents did. Not that she could say that. Nobody would understand; they would assume she was being selfish, caring only about her own skin.

“Sure. But keep me in the loop and I’ll see you tomorrow. And tell Julie I said thanks for the Rascals.”

“I’ll let her know.” With a grin, Ambrose turned and ambled off down the hall, leaving Martina alone.

Her shoulders slumped as she thought about returning to her father’s room. She contemplated buying another coffee, but knew she was only delaying the inevitable. They needed to make plans, and now was the best time to do it. Resigned to what lay ahead of her, she headed for the lifts.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




Misery weighed on Olivia. She had screwed up, and now Maz was paying the price. It wasn’t fair. She hadn’t imagined the DCI would do something so drastic. Punishing her was one thing, but to scapegoat somebody else was too much.

That was her own guilt talking. She didn’t honestly believe the DCI was scapegoating anyone. Maz was her superior; the buck did stop with him, but that didn’t mean it still wasn’t her fault. If she could just find some way to fix it, to redeem herself in the eyes of the DCI, then maybe, just maybe, he would lift Maz’s suspension.

She stared at the stacks of files and reams of paper on her desk. She thought better on her feet and desk duty did nothing to get the sluggish gears in her brain moving. But what choice did she have? There had to be something here she could use. Something that would help them put the pieces of the puzzle together. They almost had it. There was just something they weren’t seeing.

Grabbing the first sheaf of papers, Olivia started to comb through them. Surely something in here would give her the answers she needed.

And then it hit her. The night of the glitch. It had to have come from somewhere. Even now, when she closed her eyes, Olivia could see the look on Celeste’s face when she’d suggested somebody was forcing her to cover up the crime. Everything she’d heard about Celeste suggested she wouldn’t jeopardise her work. What had changed?

Olivia glanced towards Jodie’s office. She would know how to find the answers. But would she help?

Olivia already knew the answer to that, so she stayed in her chair. Jodie had made her feelings crystal clear and there was no way she would help Olivia now. Sighing, she settled back and started to scan the paper in her hand.

Her stomach churned uncomfortably as she perused the pages of text messages Celeste and sent and received in the weeks leading up to her death. It was an invasion of her privacy. but what choice did she have?

A string of texts caught Olivia’s eye. Celeste had saved the number in her phone under the name Foxy. Heat crawled up Olivia’s cheeks as she read the pages of exchanges between both Celeste and Foxy. The relationship was an intense one and Olivia felt deeply uncomfortable reading about the intimate details of Celeste’s sex life. And then the messages shifted. Foxy became more demanding, and the last text contained a hyperlink.

Turning to her computer, Olivia entered the link and waited for the page to load but the computer refused, stating the link had expired. Flopping back in her chair, she glared at the papers. There was just one person in the office who might be able to shed some light on the link.

Getting up from her desk, she crossed the room to Jodie’s office. The constant hum of the computers unnerved her. There was something so terribly stifling and oppressive in the atmosphere. How could anyone work in here comfortably?

Making her way towards the corner of the room, Olivia spotted Jodie hunched over her keyboard. She was engrossed in the lines of code that flickered over her screen. If she had to spend all day staring at a screen like that , Olivia would lose her mind. Jodie, however, seemed at home here among the whirring of computer fans and the miles of wires.

“Jodie, can I get your input on something?”

“Can it wait?”

“Not really.” Before Olivia could finish, Jodie had cleared the screen and spun around in her chair.

“What is it?” There was no denying the hostility in the other woman’s voice.

“I was going through Celeste Jackson’s texts recovered from her phone. Somebody sent her a link and I was hoping you could tell me what the link was for.”

“Do you have a Facebook profile?” Olivia cocked her head to one side.

“Yeah. Why, what does that have to do with this?”

“If you can operate a Facebook page, then you know how to look up a link. You don’t need me to do it for you.” She turned back to her screen, the dismissal obvious.

“You really think I didn’t already try—” Olivia cut herself off. “Look, I can tell you’re pissed off at me but I need you to put that aside so we can work this case. Do you think you can do that?”

“I’m not going to take a fall for you the way Maz did. I won’t shield your screw-ups.”

“Fine,” Olivia said. “And for the record, I didn’t ask Maz to take the fall for me. The decision wasn’t mine. I’d rather pay the price myself than have someone I care about pay it for me.”

Jodie eyed her suspiciously. “Whatever.” She thrust her hand out and waggled her fingers at Olivia. “Give me whatever you’ve got.”

Handing over the pages, Olivia hovered at Jodie’s shoulder as she scanned the texts.

“You don’t have to watch me. Unlike you, I won’t run off to the DCI with your lead.”

Olivia swallowed a retort before it left her mouth and stepped back.

After a few minutes, Jodie sighed. “I can’t help.”

“But you haven’t even tried the link.”

“Let me guess; when you typed it in it said the link had expired.”

Olivia nodded. “How did you know?”

“Because it’s a dark web link. Probably a download of some dark web messenger service. Completely untraceable.”

“Shit. So this is a dead end, too?”

Jodie shrugged and glanced down at the link again. “Whoever this Foxy is, they don’t want a record of their conversations.”

“Would Celeste have known this was dark web stuff?”

“Maybe, maybe not. It depends on how tech-savvy she was. But considering you didn’t recognise it, probably not. Then again, she did wipe the system after DI Appleton’s attack, so she was obviously pretty good around computers.”

“Celeste said she had nothing to do with the glitch. She was adamant about it in fact.”

“People lie.”

Olivia sighed. Jodie was right; Celeste probably knew what she was doing. “And there’s really nothing you can give me from this?”

Jodie chewed the tip of the pen in her hand. “As much as I hate to admit it, unless you can tell me the name of the…” She trailed off.

Olivia waited, impatience mounting as the woman next to her spun back to her screen and began to type furiously.

“What is it?” When Jodie didn’t reply, Olivia moved closer and peered over the woman’s shoulder. Not that it mattered. She couldn’t make out what the code on the screen meant. It wasn’t until a new window popped up with what looked to Olivia like CCTV footage. “Where is this?”

“Force Control,” Jodie said. “I’ve been racking my brain trying to figure out how the glitch occurred, and this little link has given me an idea. Look at the date the message with the link was sent.” Jodie jabbed her finger against the page.

“Three days before the attack on DI Appleton.”

“Exactly. Her attacker was already planning to cover their tracks even before the attack happened.”

“And what does that have to do with the CCTV outside Force Control?”

“Because I’m willing to bet Celeste didn’t know the importance of that link. Something like this allows a third party to backdoor their way into a device. Now, if Celeste brought her phone to work with her, which we know she did, then Foxy could have used her phone to access the LAN and upload the virus that created the glitch.”

“I still don’t understand why⁠—”

Jodie sighed. “Because in spite of Celeste’s phone being the conduit, Foxy would still have needed to be nearby to breach the firewall and delete the files.”

“You think Foxy went to Force Control?” Olivia’s stomach twisted. If it were true, then this could be the missing link they’d been searching for.”

“Bingo.” Jodie spooled through the footage quickly. Seeing the images flash by so quickly hurt Olivia’s eyes but she kept her attention riveted on the screen just the same.

“There!” Olivia pointed at the screen. Jodie paused and rewound a few frames before allowing it to play at normal speed. The seconds in the timer counted down and then Celeste appeared at the side of the building. Something moved in the lower right-hand corner of the image, but it was almost impossible to get a clear view.

“Is there not another angle we can view this from?”

“Hang on.” Jodie hit the buttons on the keyboard and a second frame opened. This time, it was obvious that Celeste was talking to a person, but that person’s face was obscured by a shadow cast by their black baseball cap.

“Shit.” Olivia tried to contain her disappointment, but it was nearly impossible. It had been such a promising lead and now it was nothing more than another dead-end.

“Maybe, maybe not,” Jodie whispered. She spooled the footage forwards, using the cameras in the car park to follow the stranger as they left Force Control. They turned out of the carpark and disappeared into a camera blind spot.

Olivia’s frustration boiled over. “Who are these people? Why can’t we catch a break?”

Jodie’s gaze never left the screen. She clicked through a few differed CCTV feeds before flopping back in her chair, a triumphant grin on her face. “Got you.”

“What?” Olivia whirled back to the screen in time to see Jodie enlarge a screen capture of a number plate and a grainy image of a white car that looked suspiciously like a taxi. “I don’t understand. How do you know this is the car we’re after?”

“Because at the bottom of that road is a takeaway with a decent CCTV camera that takes in the street. During the timeframe we’re searching for, nothing passes the takeaway. And yet a car passes through this junction a few minutes after our suspect disappears into the blackspot. It’s not perfect but it’s a start.”

“It’s more than a start, Jodie. It’s bloody brilliant.”

“We’ve got a name.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




Dennis sat on the opposite side of the desk, his expression troubled. If Harriet didn’t know any better, she might have said he looked concerned. But she knew better than to think something like this would cause him a moments concern. The moment Lila Uxley had backtracked on her story about Harriet’s behaviour, Dr Baig had asked Harriet to return to work.

“I think you should think about this, Harriet.” He spread his hands wide, a gesture meant to placate her.

“I have. My mind is made up.” She leaned back in her chair. For the first time in her life, she genuinely felt at ease with her own decision. 

Dennis shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. I know that what happened before was unfortunate, but⁠—"

“Unfortunate? Is that what we’re calling it now? The university allowed somebody to enrol under a false identity, for the sole purpose of damaging, no, destroying my reputation. And they very nearly succeeded.”

“It was a mistake, Harriet. We all make them. You’re not exactly above reproach yourself. If you had stayed on top of your student list as was agreed, this could have been prevented.”

Harriet shook her head, letting her gaze fall to the empty spot on her wrist where her charm bracelet used to sit. Tilly had proudly informed her during their phone call a couple of days ago that she was taking very good care of it. And Harriet didn’t doubt it. Still, it felt odd not to have something there to take its place. 

“You know, I expected some push back from you, Dennis, but I didn’t expect you to sink quite so low.”

“You signed a contract with the university, Harriet, I’m within my right to enforce it.”

“True, but once the term is over, I’m free to leave my contract.”

He shook his head. “You’re mistaken. That’s not part of the⁠—"

“Have you forgotten? My contract was adjusted when I started working with North Yorkshire Police. There is a clause which allows me to terminate my contract at the end of term so long as I give appropriate notice. I’m giving you plenty of notice. I’ll see out the end of this term but then I’m done.”

“And what do you plan to do then? I don’t imagine North Yorkshire Police have come back looking for your help. Even with the truth out in the open, bad press has a nasty habit of persisting.”

“True, I don’t see them offering me a position. But I have options.” He did not need to know all her plans. It would just give him an excuse to try and talk her out of them. 

“Well, I can’t tell you how disappointed I am to hear this, Harriet. I was hoping we could put this all behind us.”

“It was inevitable, Dennis. My attention has been splintered ever since I started working with the police. This will be better for all involved.”

He sighed. “Are you sure there’s nothing I can say to make you change your mind?”

“I’m very sure. It’s time for a change.”

Grumbling, Dennis leaned back in his chair and tented his fingers in front of him. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry.”

“That makes two of us, Dennis. But things change. People change. And this situation has taught me a valuable lesson.”

“What might that be?”

“I shouldn’t waste my life doing something I’m not entirely passionate about. I’m supposed to help people, I can see that now. But for so long, I’ve allowed fear to prevent me from doing the one thing I’m good at.”

“What will you do if the police don’t ask you to come back to work for them?”

Harriet shrugged. “I’m sure I’ll think of something.” She climbed to her feet.

“Have you spoken to her?”

Harriet knew who he was talking about without him ever having to say a name.

“No. I’m not sure I’d want to, either.”

“That’s understandable,” Dennis said. “Still, it might help you to understand.”

“What is there to understand? She tried to ruin my career.”

“Yes, but wouldn’t you like to know why? There must be a reason for it. Nobody wakes up one day and just decides to ruin a stranger’s life. There’s always a reason, a hidden meaning.”

“I think I’ve got a pretty good idea what that hidden meaning might be,” Harriet said. She didn’t bother mentioning Jonathan’s involvement with Lila Uxley. There was no proof that he was truly behind the young woman’s behaviour, not that Harriet needed proof to guess the truth. On the other hand, it would be nice to know how Lila had wound up in Jonathan’s web. All Harriet had to go on was the information Drew had given her. 

No, this was something she was better off staying out of. Jonathan had already taken up far too much of her time. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of taking anything more from her.

“I really should get going,” she said. “I’ll start back properly on Monday and finish out the term as promised.”

Dennis stood and they shook hands over the top of the desk. “For what it’s worth, Harriet, I am sorry.”

“I know you are. But she fooled us all.”

“No.” He glanced down at his desk. “I should have listened to you. I should have trusted what you were telling me, but I didn’t.”

Harriet didn’t say the words that hovered on the tip of her tongue. It felt too much like crowing over him and the situation. Instead, she gave his hand one last squeeze before releasing it. “It’s all right, Dennis. This isn’t the end of the world. It has given me the perspective I badly needed. In the end, it will all work out for the best. Just you wait and see.”

“I want you to know that should you ever choose to come back to academia, there will always be a place for you here.”

“I’ll bear that in mind. Goodbye, Dennis.”

She didn’t wait for him to say anything else. Everything that needed to be said had been. Anything else was just prolonging an already difficult situation. She made it to the door before he spoke again.

“I really am sorry.”

With one last look over her shoulder, Harriet smiled sadly at him. “I know.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




“And how sure are you that this⁠—”

“His name is Caz Popov, guv,” Olivia said, reading from the sheet Jodie had printed out for them. “Got here four years ago and works as a taxi driver.”

“Fine, this Caz Popov, how do we know this is the same person we’re looking for in connection to DI Appleton’s case?” Gregson leaned back in his chair.

Olivia had been nervous to approach him, especially after everything that had happened the last time she’d been in this office, but when she’d taken her news to DI Haskell, he had insisted she fill the DCI in.

“Ms Meakin did the hard work. She managed to trace him on CCTV on the night of the glitch at Force Control. She’d have to explain all the different ways she has connected him to the case, but it’s all there in the file.” Olivia fought the urge to chew her fingernails as Gregson flipped through the pages in front of him. If he decided they didn’t have enough to bring Popov in, they would be back to square one again.

“What do you think, Haskell?” Gregson didn’t bother to look up from the file.

DI Haskell stood to the side, propped against the wall. He’d already looked through the files but had yet to share his thoughts. Butterflies bumped and fluttered in Olivia’s gut as she waited for him to speak.

“It’s solid policing, sir,” Drew said. “DC Crandell and Ms Meakin have knocked it out of the park.”

“But is it enough? It’s a lot of circumstantial evidence. We can’t prove he was there at Force Control the night of the glitch. And we don’t have any proof that he was involved with Celeste Jackson.”

“But sir, the day Celeste fell, he was in the area,” Olivia said.

“You said yourself he’s a taxi driver. He could have been dropping a fare near Malham Cove.”

“It’s a bit of a stretch.” Drew folded his arms over his chest. “But Ms Meakin seems pretty convinced that if we can bring her some of his electronics, she can work her magic and get us the hard proof we need.”

The DCI tapped his fingers on the desk. Olivia wasn’t familiar enough with his body language to know if it was a favourable sign or not.

“Do we have an address?” Gregson finally broke the silence.

“He’s got one in Pickering,” Olivia piped up. She held her tongue on what she really wanted to say. She’d caused enough trouble. The last thing she wanted to do was push Gregson too far.

“I could do a drive by,” Drew said. But Gregson was already shaking his head.

“Not a chance. If your mate Dr Sheridan is correct, he’ll see you coming a mile off. No, we need someone they won’t associate with this team. Give me a little time, I’ve got a plan.”

“Care to share?” There was an edge to DI Haskell’s voice that Olivia hadn’t been expecting.

The look that Gregson gave DI Haskell was one of mild amusement. “I’ll share in good time, DI Haskell. Dismissed.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




Jeremy moved through the crowded pub, two full glasses clutched in his hands as he navigated the tiny gaps between the revellers.

From across the room, his gaze snagged on Kelly. He expected her to look happy. She'd been happy when he'd slipped away to get another round in. Instead, her expression was one of quiet discomfort.

Jeremy moved a little faster. Clearing the last group of people, he finally spotted the reason for her unhappiness.

Mark sat on the bench beside her. His body was pressed as close to hers as he could get without forcing her into his lap. The fingers of his right hand traced patterns over the bare skin of Kelly's arm. Her expression was pained, and she leaned back from him, struggling to put a little distance between them. 

Mark's hand strayed to her stomach, where he splayed his fingers against the small bump beneath her shirt. 

Rage prickled beneath Jeremy's skin. Drink sloshed over the sides of the glasses as he picked up his pace. When he reached the table, he slammed the glasses down on the scarred wooden top.

Kelly jumped, raising her pale face to his. He could see the pleading in her gaze.

Mark kept his hand pressed to Kelly's stomach, almost possessively.

"I was just congratulating Kelly here on your forthcoming bundle of joy." He didn't bother to look in Jeremy's direction. "You know, if you and I had stayed together, Kels, this could have been my baby." He stroked her as though she belonged to him and Jeremy saw red.

"Get your fucking hands off her, Mark."

Mark finally glanced in his direction. "And there's the Jezza, I remember. Pity he was nowhere to be found the other night. We could have done with him that night."

Mark returned his attention to Kelly. "Did he tell you we went back into business together?"

Kelly's face went slack with fear. "No." She glanced at Jeremy, and he could see the question in her eyes. 

Mark shot a curious look in Jeremy's direction. "You sure about that, Kels? You wouldn't be lying to me now, would you?"

Kelly glanced back at Mark, her gaze dropping to the place where his hand was still stroking small circles over her belly.

"No, why would I?”

Mark released her and sat back suddenly. "No reason. He laughed mirthlessly. Kelly cringed against the fabric seat behind her. 

Jeremy had promised he would never put her in such a position. When he'd left that life behind and he and Kelly had decided to really make a go of it, he'd sworn he was done with Mark's bullshit. He could see it all reflected in Kelly's face. The fear, the betrayal. The anger would come later.

"Our boy here was like a little lost lamb,” Mark said. “Puked his guts up. I told him he was out of practice."

"That's enough, Mark." The words left Jeremy in a low growl.

"Now, now, Jezza. You shouldn't bite the hand that feeds you. The hand that clothes you and your pretty girlfriend."

"Jeremy..." Kelly looked at him, shock causing the remaining colour in her cheeks to leech away.

"Oh, he didn't tell you that he's back on the books?" The glee in Mark's voice almost saw Jeremy launch himself across the table. He imagined his fingers closing over Mark's shirt, dragging him out of his seat. He saw his fists smashing into the doughy flesh of Mark's face, crumpling it beneath his punches. He could hear the crunch of bone as he broke Mark’s nose. He could also hear Kelly screaming, her voice high pitched and thin as blood coated his hands.

Jeremy blinked away the thoughts and discovered he was still standing on the opposite side of the table, his body unmoved. Mark studied him, the sly look in his eyes suggesting he knew exactly what Jeremy had been thinking.

"I'm not back on the books, Mark. We agreed, it was a one off. And I expect to be paid what I'm owed."

Mark laughed, the sound grating on Jeremy's nerves. "Oh, Jezza, I'd forgotten how much fun you could be. We both know you're not done. I've got another job coming up, and--"

"No." Jeremy pressed his hands to the table and leaned towards his former friend. "I'm done. It was a one-time only arrangement. We are done."

The joy faded from Mark's eyes, but his cold smile remained fixed in place. He shook his head and tutted. "You shouldn't be hasty about these things, Jezza."

"I told you then and I'm telling you now, we're done."

Mark stood abruptly, causing the drinks Jeremy had fetched from the bar to topple over, spilling their contents onto the ground. 

"You'll be finished when I say you're finished." Mark pushed his face towards Jeremy. "I fucking own you."

From the corner of his eye, Jeremy spotted Kelly. He saw fear in her face, the same fear he'd swore never to expose her to. He'd made a huge mistake. He knew that now. Getting involved with Mark again had been an error, but he could fix it. He couldn't take back what he'd done, but moving forward... he had a choice. And he knew what kind of future he wanted to have. Knew with a bone aching certainty that what he had with Kelly, the life they shared together, with the baby on the way, was it. There was absolutely nothing Mark could do to take that away from him.

If Kelly forgave him now for his mistake, he would spend the rest of his life making it up to her.

"Fuck off, Mark. You don't scare me. I was afraid, once. I'm not afraid of you anymore."

"One little phone call from me, Jezza and all of this--"

Before he could finish, Jeremy cut Mark off with a bark of laughter. "You can't touch me, Mark." 

Jeremy straightened, using the not inconsiderable height difference between them to glare down at his former friend. "You see, I realised something, Mark. If you call the police and dob me in, I won't stay quiet."

Mark glared at him, rage and hatred mingling to form an emotion Jeremy had never seen before. Not that he cared; Mark needed to be brought down a peg or two and this was the way to do it. 

The patrons gathered nearby had all gone silent and Jeremy knew they were listening to every word he said. He could tell from the way Mark's shoulders stiffened that he too knew the conversation was no longer private. 

"One word from me, Mark, and everything you've built, everything you value, is gone."

"You wouldn't dare..."

"You come here, threatening me and mine, Mark." Jeremy drew in a breath. "I'll fucking do it. You turn me in, and I'll tell them everything I know. If I go down, you're coming with me. I mean it."

Mark stared at him for what felt like a lifetime but was probably more likely a heartbeat or two. Then he jerked back, and Jeremy tried not to show the surprise on his face.

The smile returned to Mark's mouth, and he grinned at both Jeremy and Kelly. "I had to be sure."

"What?" Jeremy stared at the other man, dumbfounded. "Sure of what?"

"That you meant it. It was so easy to pull you back in. One rough patch and a little bit of money trouble and you came running back to me like a lapdog." Mark shook his head and glanced at Kelly.

"I still care about you, Kels. I know you don't feel that way about me anymore." His eyes were filled with kindness. "But I needed to know that this ol' prick was worthy of you." He jerked a thumb in Jeremy's direction. "I didn't mean to freak you out." He sounded convincing enough. his words dripping with contrition. 

He turned back to Jeremy and held his hand out. "No hard feelings, man, yeah?"

Shock rooted Jeremy to the spot. Was this real? Had it all been an act? It had felt real enough and yet... Jeremy glanced down at Kelly. Her expression had softened a little as she looked from Mark to Jeremy. 

Seeing no other way, Jeremy took Mark's hand, and they shook over the table. Mark glanced down at the spilled drinks. "Shit, I spilled your pint. Let me make it up to you, Jezza. To show you there's no hard feelings."

Before Jeremy could say anything, Mark was rounding the table and heading for the bar.

Jeremy slid in next to Kelly and took her cold hand in his. "Are you all right?"

"Why didn't you tell me, Jeremy?"

"I didn't want you to worry." He sighed and let his hand fall from hers. "And we're desperate. With the baby coming, I needed to do something to give us some breathing space. And this was the only thing I could think of."

She lowered her voice. "But why would you go to him? We could have gone to my dad, or--"

Jeremy shook his head, cutting her off. "No. We could not go to your dad. He already thinks I'm a scumbag, Kelly. I don't need him knowing I'm struggling to look after you and our baby. He'll never forgive me."

"But Mark?"

Jeremy's mouth tightened into a grim line as he spotted Mark weaving his way back to the table. "There was no choice. I did what needed to be done. And when he pays up, we'll be sorted for the next few months. Maybe even more if I play my cards right and get that new job I want."

Mark slammed the glasses down on the table. "One drink with the lovebirds and then I'll leave you to your celebrations." He pushed the glasses across the table and grabbed his own glass, raising it in a toast. "To your future."

Jeremy shot Kelly a sideways look. She picked up her glass and with a steady hand, the person she had once been peeking out, and clinked her glass to Mark's. That just left Jeremy.

His hand closed around the frothy lager glass. 

"To your future," Mark repeated as he thrust his glass roughly against Jeremy's. Jeremy mumbled a response, unease curling in the pit of his stomach as Mark kept his gaze pinned on him while he took a deep gulp from the pint.

"To the future," Jeremy said, half beneath his breath.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




The monk beckoned Drew into his office. “Shut the door after you.”

Drew’s skin practically hummed with energy. Ever since he’d heard the name Caz Popov all he’d wanted to do was get out there and track the bastard down. Not that the Monk was going to let him do it. Drew had a sneaking suspicion that he would be lucky if Gregson let him anywhere near the case because of his connection to DI Appleton. The fact that he had already kept him out of the loop on so much pertinent information already grated on Drew’s nerves.

“I’ve sent a couple of uniforms around to check out Popov’s house. But the word seems to be that he hasn’t been seen at that address in quite some time.”

Drew raised an eyebrow. “And where is that information coming from? Can we trust it?”

“Who knows what we can trust with this bloke? Ms Meakin said he’s a bit of a grey man. No record, and from what she can find, not much of a history either.”

“Not exactly what I’d expect to see from somebody allegedly connected to the Marcovici family,” Drew said.

“Then again, if they wanted someone to get close to a police officer, they needed someone who was basically a blank slate.” Gregson sank back into his chair. “How is DI Appleton?”

“If I had to guess, not doing so great.”

“Guess? I thought she was staying with you?”

Drew started to pace in the small space in front of Gregson’s desk. “She wanted to go home. Said she needed some time to get things straight in her own head.”

“But you’ve been checking in on her, right?” When Drew shook his head, one of Gregson’s bushy eyebrows crawled up his forehead.

Good God, man, what is wrong with you? She was nearly killed. The last thing she needs is to be left alone.”

“Melissa isn’t like that, sir. If she says she needs space, then she does.”

Gregson narrowed his gaze. “What happened between you two?”

The question took Drew by surprise. Despite his rough and gruff exterior, the DCI was far more perceptive than he liked to pretend.

“She broke it off,” Drew said finally. It was strange to say it out loud, but now that he had, it felt like a weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

“Took long enough,” the monk said. “I figured she’d have kicked you to the kerb long ago considering all your hankering after Dr Quinn.”

“I don’t hanker—” Before Drew could finish speaking, the door to the office flew open and Olivia practically fell inside. She was breathing hard, as if she had run all the way there.

“Sir… Guv, you need to…” She gulped down a breath… “come downstairs. Popov--”

Drew didn’t wait for her to finish the sentence before he rushed out. He was only vaguely aware that the detective constable and Gregson were following close behind.

“Haskell, wait!” The Monk’s sharp tone brought Drew’s headlong race downstairs to a halt. “Something’s not right here.”

“Popov is in custody, correct?”

“He’s here,” Olivia said. “He’s not yet in custody.”

“I don’t understand.” Drew looked from her to Gregson. “They picked him up and brought him in for questioning. What am I missing?”

“Popov wasn’t picked up by the uniforms,” Gregson said. “DC Crandell says Popov walked in of his own volition, with his solicitor, and turned himself in.”

“That can’t be right. Why would he do that? Somebody’s got their wires crossed.”

Olivia’s hand automatically went to the collar of her shirt before dropping down to smooth down the front of the buttons. Drew had spotted her doing that action a number of times and it always happened when she appeared nervous.

“His solicitor is demanding they speak with the officer in charge of the case,” Olivia said.

“Well, let’s give them what they want,” Drew said, taking another step downstairs.

“Drew, something about this is off,” she said.

Drew paused before nodding. “No argument here. But what choice do we have? We were planning to bring him in anyway, and now that he’s here, we might as well take full advantage.”

“Fine, but I don’t want you in there.” Gregson’s words sparked anger in the recesses of Drew’s mind.

He’d known for a while that the Monk had some kind of problem with him. He hadn’t broached the topic because he’d hoped it would blow over. But this was not something he could ignore any longer.

“What do you mean, I’m not going in there?” He tried to keep his tone measured.

“We can’t give him what he wants. I want DC Green and DC Jacobson to do the interview.”

Drew tried to swallow around the anger that blocked the back of his throat. “I need to be in there.”

Gregson shook his head. “No, you don’t. This is not about you trying to atone for your sins, Haskell. This is too important.”

“Exactly! Which is why you need to⁠—”

“You need to sit this one out, Drew. You’re too close to the fire and you don’t see it. Now I want you and DC Crandell to prep Tim and Karen before they go into the interview.”

“Sir, think about this.”

“I have. This is for the best.” Gregson returned to the main office, leaving Drew and Olivia on the stairs.

Anger radiated throughout Drew’s body. He contemplated ignoring the DCI’s command. He’d get in trouble but he’d— he cut the thought off. Was the Monk right? Was he too close to the case to think clearly? He didn’t have to search too far for the answer to that question.

“Fuck!” He gently banged his forehead against the wall.

“Sir, are you all right?” Olivia hovered on the top step, concern masking her face.

“As much as I’d like to say I am, I am not.”

“If it’s any consolation, sir, I don’t think the DCI is making the right choice.”

Sighing, Drew closed his eyes. “I wish I could agree.”

“You think he’s right?” she squeaked. A comical combination of shock and surprise widening her eyes.

“The bastard is right. All I want to do is barge into the interview room and throttle the little shit. And that’s before I know for certain if he had anything to do with Melissa— DI Appleton’s-- attack. That’s no way to conduct an interview. We need someone who is removed from emotion, and Gregson knows it.”

“I suppose so.” Olivia didn’t seem overly convinced.

“Come on let’s prep the others. We need everyone firing on all cylinders if we’re going to get somewhere on this.”

With a jerk of her chin, Olivia let him pass before she followed him back to the office.


CHAPTER THIRTY




Melissa winced and slipped in through the side door of the station. It had taken every ounce of her strength to get there and now that she had made it, her body felt entirely wiped. The moment her eyes fell on Drew, her resolve started to waver. He’d promised to contact her if something happened, yet it had been Jodie who had called to tell her they had someone in custody.

Drew’s eyes widened in surprise as he watched her climb the stairs painstakingly slowly. “Mel, what are you doing here?”

“I’m here to see the piece of shit responsible for Chelsea’s murder.”

“We don’t know that for sure.”

“But you’ve got a good idea, yeah?” Melissa held her body ramrod straight, taking slow deep breaths in an attempt to slow her racing heart.

“He needs to be interviewed.”

“Perfect, let me sit in.”

Drew’s eyebrows disappeared up his forehead. “You can’t be serious.”

“As a heart attack. Let me sit in. I’ll know if it’s him or not, and I can save us all a lot of wasted time.”

“Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t let you⁠—”

“Couldn’t, or wouldn’t?” Melissa didn’t bother to keep the challenge from her voice. The sting of his betrayal was fresh in her mind. When she’d asked him to keep her in the loop, after everything they’d gone through, she had mistakenly believed him when he’d said he would. But as usual, Drew wasn’t thinking of her.

“Both actually.”

“You’re unbelievable, do you know that? I asked you to do one thing, Drew. One thing. And you couldn’t even do that.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I asked you to tell me if you had something. I asked to be brought in so I could see this through to the end. And you promised. You promised, Drew.” Her voice cracked with emotion. She was exhausted, and the adrenaline she had relied on to get her this far was fading fast. Now that she was here, fear was beginning to worm its way under her skin. What if the man responsible for all of this really was here, just a few floors below her?

“Mel, you need to sit down. You don’t look good.” Drew tried to take her by the elbow, but she shrugged him off.

“I don’t want your pity.”

“DI Appleton, what are you doing here?” DCI Gregson’s voice boomed through the hall.

Melissa shuffled around to face him. “I heard you had someone in custody…”

“And you thought what, that you’d come down here and make sure we’re doing our jobs correctly?”

“I…” All the arguments she’d concocted on the drive over fled, leaving her mind blank.

“You need to go home, DI Appleton. You’re still in recovery. You don’t belong here.”

His words hit her like a stinging slap to the face. “I need to know.”

“And you will. As soon as we have something to share.”

Melissa closed her eyes and let her body lean against the wall, grateful for its solid strength beneath her. “You don’t understand. I need to know…”

Gregson said nothing, and for a moment, Melissa assumed he had walked away. When she chanced cracking an eyelid open, it was to find him studying her. “My office. Now.”

“Let me help,” Drew said, offering his arm.

“No. She made it here under her own power. She can walk the last few yards to my office without you propping her up.” Gregson’s tone brooked no argument, but Melissa could tell from the mutinous expression on Drew’s face that he planned to do just that.

With a shake of her head, Melissa halted Drew in his tracks. Gregson was right. She needed to prove she was capable. She might be down, but she was not out. And everyone needed to know that.

Gregson moved swiftly ahead of her, leading the way to the office. Every step she took sent fiery pain shooting through her body. By the time she made it, she was soaked in a film of cold sweat.

Gregson was already sitting in his chair behind the desk. “Sit.”

Melissa tried to answer but her tongue refused to cooperate, so she complied silently. Easing her body into the chair caused stars to explode behind her eyelids. Finally, she was able to settle.

“I know you’re going to tell me to go home,” she croaked out.

“If you knew that, why come here at all?”

“Because I need to know if it’s him. And if it is, I need to look him in the eye and tell him what a fucking coward he is for killing a child.”

Gregson sighed and tented his fingers in front of him. “And this would do what exactly?”

“It’d make me feel better.” A tremble had started in Melissa’s hands. She locked her fingers together in her lap rather than betray her weakness. But that didn’t stop the tremor from spreading up her hands and into her arms. The sensation moved quickly, spreading to her chest and stomach. The thought of looking that monster in the eye and saying anything at all to him terrified her. And Melissa hated herself for that. She was better than this, stronger than this.

“No, it won’t.”

“With all due respect, sir, you don’t know anything about the situation.”

“I know more than you think.” When she didn’t reply, he sighed. “Have you ever wondered why they call me the Monk?”

Melissa wasn’t expecting the conversation to take such an odd turn, but she didn’t have the energy to pretend she didn’t know about his nickname. “No one was ever able to tell me.”

Gregson’s shark-like smile unnerved her.

“I worked a series of murders back in the late seventies when I was a young DC. It started with the body of a young man being found dumped outside Birmingham. He’d gone missing on a night out with a group of lads after work. A few months later a second body turned up. Six months after, there was a third. Nobody wanted to put the pieces together. Everybody said the cases were unconnected. Everybody except me.”

Gregson got up from his seat and moved over to the shelves behind his desk. There, he opened a filing cabinet and withdrew a file.

“I pursued that case with a singular determination. I could see the patterns, I knew what was happening. At least two of the victims were confirmed homosexuals, and the injuries were consistent with crimes of a sexual nature. But the powers-that-be wanted nothing to do with it. The last thing they wanted was to admit to the public that we had somebody out there targeting young, gay men.”

He dropped the file on the desk and slid it towards Melissa.

“Sir, I’m not sure what this has to do with me, or⁠—”

“My pursuit of the one responsible isolated me from my colleagues. I refused to go out after work, preferring instead to stay late and work on my theory. I withdrew from my team, cutting myself off entirely. They started to call me the Monk behind my back, and then eventually to my face. Not that I cared. By hook or by crook I was going to catch the bastard.”

As he was speaking, Melissa picked up the file and flipped through it. The crime scene photos made her cringe but something else caught her eye. A list of the names of the victims. The first name stood out.

“Gregson…”

DCI Gregson nodded. “Anthony Gregson was my younger brother. He was twenty-three when he was murdered. He was the first. And I was obsessed with finding the person responsible.”

Gregson sat back down in his chair. “And then I got a lead.”

“Let me guess, you went after this lead alone?” Melissa’s gaze drifted over the notes.

“No. I asked for help,” Gregson said surprising her. “But by then, my solitary and isolating behaviour had put me outside the team. They weren’t interested. So, I went alone and got my head bashed in for my troubles. I’ll never forget the look on my mother’s face when I came round. She thought she would have to bury another son.” Gregson fell silent.

“Sir, I’m sorry they let you down so badly. And I’m sorry about your brother but I really don’t see⁠—”

“I know you don’t” Gregson said. “But the fact of the matter is this, DI Appleton: from the moment you arrived you have tried to keep yourself apart from this team. You have held the others at arm’s length, including me. Every attempt to welcome you in has been rejected.”

“So, you’re telling me this team is isolating me like your team did to you?” Melissa set the file back down on the desk.

“Quite the opposite. From that experience I swore I would never again allow an officer to be isolated. I made a promise that when I was in a position of power, I would make damn sure my officers were a tight-knit-group. That they would always have each other’s backs.”

Melissa stared down at the bruises on the backs of her hands. “And then I turned up and ran around like a maverick, getting a child killed and myself injured.”

“You made a mistake, it’s true,” Gregson said. “But I screwed up too.”

Melissa’s gaze whipped up to meet his. “How?”

“I should have done more to earn your trust. I should have tried harder, and if I had, then you would have understood why I made the decisions that I did.”

“It’s not your fault…”

“It’s more my burden than it is yours, DI Appleton. I failed you. I failed you all. I know you think you need to go in there and face down the man responsible but I’m asking you to trust me to get this done. Let us support you now, the way we should have from the beginning…”

“Sir, I…”

“I’m asking you to trust me, Melissa. Let the team take some of the weight for a change.”

“Did you catch the person responsible for the murder of your brother?”

For the first time, Melissa saw an emotion she couldn’t read flit across Gregson’s face. “No. It’s still unsolved. I revisit the case every so often hoping against hope that something new will have shaken loose, but so far there’s nothing.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.”

She nodded. “Fine. I’ll take a step back. But I want to know what he has to say, if that’s all right with you.”

Gregson thought about it for a moment and then nodded. “I can work with that.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




Drew paced back and forth in the small kitchen. Gregson had set Melissa up in her office along with PC Indira Shah and Olivia. Drew’s mind kept replaying the way she had looked at him, as though he had betrayed her. He was just doing his job, something she should have understood.

DC Tim Green burst in through the office doors, his whoop of joy echoing through the space. DC Karen Jacobson followed at a much slower pace, her gaze still laser focused on the material in her arms.

“We got him,” Tim said. “We nailed the prick!”

Drew emerged from the kitchen to see a small group of people gathering around the DCs. The door to Gregson’s office opened at the same moment as Melissa’s. Drew caught a glimpse of her chalk white face as she stood and hobbled to the door with help from PC Shah.

“What happened?” Gregson’s voice which would have normally silenced Tim could do nothing to quell the DC’s excitement this time.

“He confessed. His solicitor had a whole statement prepared. We barely had to open our mouths in there.”

Confusion wrapped itself around Drew. “What do you mean he confessed? Confessed to what?”

“Everything,” Karen said, finally breaking her silence. She looked as confused as Drew felt. She self-consciously fidgeted with a thin necklace around her neck before she caught herself. Drew watched as she straightened her spine, and her expression becoming an unreadable mask. “He said he was the one responsible for the murders of Angelica Dawson, Chelsea Fraser, Celeste Jackson, and the attempted murder of DI Appleton. He knew the details of each case, things we never made public.”

Drew shot a look at Gregson, but the other man was focused solely on Melissa.

“Did he give a motive?” There was something Drew was missing; he could feel it in the pit of his stomach.

“Said Angelica was making progress with Chelsea, and she needed to go. Then DI Appleton started poking her nose in, asking questions about his operations. Chelsea was already wobbling so he decided to send a message…” Karen trailed off and glanced down at her folders. “Celeste was an accident. They had been seeing each other for a few months,. He claims she knew everything, and when she found out about what he had done to DI Appleton, she panicked and wiped the system. When we started looking into it, he said she became erratic and threatened to go to the police. They agreed to meet at Malham Cove. Apparently, it’s where they first met. They got into a fight , she was too close to the edge, and she went over.”

“Are we buying this?” Drew asked, incredulity straining his voice.

“It’s all a little convenient,” Gregson said. “It’s easy to pin it on Celeste because she’s dead and can’t defend herself.”

Drew nodded. “Sir…”

“If you’re about to ask if you can go in there and talk to him—” Gregson glanced over at Melissa who was clinging to the door frame of her office. Drew watched as she gave an almost imperceptible nod. With a sigh, Gregson looked at Drew. “Do it.”

What had Gregson and Melissa discussed for him to have changed his mind so completely? Drew did not need to be asked twice.

Beckoning to Karen, he made for the stairs.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




Later that night, Jeremy stumbled back to the car with Kelly. His arm was tight around her shoulders. She was the only thing keeping him on his feet as they crossed the street.

"I love you. Do you know that?" His words were slurred but his mind had never felt so clear. 

"Jeremy, I need you to concentrate." Kelly was pissed. Not drunk, just angry. He'd promised he wouldn't get rip-roaring drunk but after the situation with Mark, Jeremy had felt the tightness in his chest slowly unwind with each drink. And then there was the fact that the alcohol numbed the emotions he felt over everything he'd seen in that house. 

They reached the car, and Kelly leaned him against the door as she fumbled to get the key. 

When he closed his eyes now, he couldn't see any of the horrors he'd witnessed. But somewhere deep inside, he knew they were still there, waiting for him.

His eyelids slid open, and he stared down at the woman beside him. The mother of his unborn child. He loved her. God, he loved her. The emotion swelled inside him, growing larger until he was convinced it would burst out of his chest like the scene in Alien.

"What are you laughing about?" Kelly asked, finally looking up at him.

"I love you."

"You're drunk," she grumbled. returning her attention to the car.

"Doesn't mean what I'm saying isn't true."

"Jeremy, come on. We need to get home."

He pulled away from her and threw his arms wide. "I love you!" His voice bellowed, echoing up and down the dark street.

"Jeremy, you're going to wake everyone up," Kelly hissed. She grabbed his arm and tried to pull him back towards the car.

"I don't care who hears. I love you, Kelly. Always have, always will."

He saw the anger in her face soften at his words. 

"There she is," he said, his voice turning hoarse. "There's the woman I love." He brushed his thumb against her cheek as he unsteadily closed the distance between them. Gently tilting her chin up, he lowered his lips to hers.

The kiss was tentative at first. Her mouth held the lingering taste of Coke, the only thing she could tolerate since she'd found out she was pregnant. He swept his tongue over her lower lip, deepening their embrace as he pushed her back against the car. His hands slid over her.

Kelly broke the kiss, her breathing erratic as she pressed her forehead against his chest. "We need to go home, Jeremy."

"I love you..." He tried to kiss her again, but she held him at bay with one hand planted firmly against his body.

"Home."

There would be no getting around her. She was sober and in full possession of her faculties, unlike him.

"Take me home, then," he said, a grin curving over his mouth. "And when we get in," he leaned down and whispered into her ear a promise of what was to come between them.

As he pulled back, he smiled at the rosy glow that flooded her cheeks. 

"We'll see," was all she said as she pulled the car door open and ushered him inside.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




Caz Popov was a tall thin man with fair hair and cold grey eyes. He lounged in the chair on the opposite side of the table, his body contorted in angles that Drew was certain could not be comfortable.

When they’d walked into the room, Caz had taken one look at Karen and rolled his eyes before tucking his chin against his chest and closing his eyes. Drew had hung back in the doorway, watching him feign sleep.

Closing the door gently, Drew took his seat, folding his large frame into the small chair. Why they couldn’t have made the chairs in the interview rooms a little more comfortable had never made sense to him.

DC Jacobson shuffled her papers and cleared her throat before setting up the recording, giving her name and rank. Caz remained unmoved until she mentioned Drew’s name. The moment she uttered the words DI Haskell, a frisson of excitement jolted through Caz’s body.

He opened his eyes and stared across at Drew, a slow smile spreading across his wide mouth. Drew had watched a movie called IT a few months prior, and Popov reminded him of the clown, minus the make-up.

Straightening up, Caz placed his elbows on the table and propped his face up with his hands. “DI Haskell, I was hoping to see you.”

“We’ve got a few questions to follow up from your earlier statement,” Drew said. “Some things don’t add up.”

“My client has said all he is going to say.” The solicitor, a small mouse-like man, fiddled nervously with his pen.

“I’d hoped Melissa might come with you.” Popov flashed a chipped, toothy grin.

“You say Celeste Jackson’s death was an accident, yet you admit to getting into an argument with her. Was this a physical altercation?”

Popov shook his head. “She was shouting and flapping her arms around like a demented harpy. I tried to warn her about the edge, but you know how women are, DI Haskell, they don’t listen. And then she slipped and was gone before I could do anything.”

“But why ask to meet up there at all? Why not meet at your house, or her house? Why pick a place so remote?”

Popov’s grin grew broader. “As I said in my earlier statement, it was where we met for the first time. I am a little bit of a romantic. I thought it might appeal to Celeste’s softer side. It did not.”

“We’ve got a witness who says Celeste had bruising on her arms.”

“She was a clumsy woman.”

“Fingertip bruising. The kind caused by someone grabbing Celeste hard enough to leave marks. And this witness says that Celeste was afraid.”

“This witness wouldn’t happen to be DC Crandell, would it?” Caz brushed invisible crumbs from the front of his cream jumper. “Celeste mentioned something about a busybody poking her nose in where it didn’t belong.”

Drew’s discomfort grew. Popov knew so much about the team. Tony Sheridan’s warning swirled in his mind, making it difficult to concentrate. There was something happening here that they just weren’t seeing clearly.

“So, you didn’t cause the bruising?” Karen asked.

Popov shrugged. “Who can say for sure. Celeste liked it rough in the bedroom. She was a kinky little thing, liked to feel me deep inside her. She liked it when I held her down and gave it to her hard. Maybe you like it that way too. You police officers are always wound so tightly. You need somebody willing to put you in your place. Someone to take control.”

Drew watched Karen from the corner of his eye, but was pleased to see she was unmoved by Popov’s deliberate attempt to make her uncomfortable.

“You liked to control Celeste?” Karen’s voice was entirely neutral. “You liked hurting her?”

Popov pulled down the neck of his jumper, revealing bruising and scratch marks across the front of his chest. “Celeste gave as good as she got, and it was, as you ladies always insist, consensual.”

“What about Chelsea? Did you control her too?”

Popov’s grin returned. “Chelsea was a child. I am not a freak. She worked for me, nothing more.”

“Doing what?” Drew leaned forward.

“I already said in my statement. Chelsea helped me deliver drugs. When she started to cause problems, I dealt with her and Melissa. Two birds with one stone.”

“Why turn yourself in, Caz? Surely someone as smart as you wouldn’t want to get caught.”

Popov leaned back and crossed his ankle over his knee. “Maybe I felt bad about Celeste.”

“But not Chelsea, or DI Appleton?” Drew kept his attention fixed on the man in front of him. All he wanted to do in that moment was reach across the table and throttle the life out of him.

“Chelsea was business, DI Haskell. It wasn’t personal.” There was something in the way he said the word personal that piqued Drew’s interest.

“But DI Appleton was personal, is that what you’re saying?”

“Dimitri and Oscar Kolokoff, DI Haskell. You remember them, correct?”

The sinking feeling in Drew’s stomach grew. “They’re dead.”

Popov sprang forward in his chair, his upper body leaning over the table. “And all those responsible will pay, DI Haskell. Melissa was merely a taste of what is to come.”

He dropped back into his seat and glanced at his nervous solicitor. “We are done. I have said all I would like to.”

“Who is running the operation, Caz?” Drew had waited for the other shoe to drop and now that it had, he felt even more in the dark.

Caz grinned at him. “No comment.”

[image: ]


They asked several more questions but Popov merely replied no comment to them all. In the end, Drew decided to end the interview. They had got as much from him as he’d been willing to share.

DC Karen Jacobson switched off the recording and gathered her items, but Drew remained seated.

From the other side of the table, Popov continued to grin at him like the cat who had got the cream.

“You know,” Drew said, “you said it was just business where Chelsea Fraser was concerned. That you were not a…how did you phrase it?... a freak.”

Popov’s smile remained but had dimmed around the edges.

“During Chelsea’s autopsy,” Drew said, “they discovered she had been the victim of a very serious sexual assault prior to her murder. We recovered semen samples, and other bodily fluids. Not only that but they found evidence that she had been sexually assaulted several times in the past. Her little body carried the marks of countless injuries, some healed, some in the process of healing.” Drew paused and blew out a breath. Popov’s smile had disappeared entirely as he watched Drew through narrowed eyes.

“They found DNA under her fingernails too, proof that she fought back when she was held down.”

“My client has already confessed to murdering Miss Fraser. This is uncalled for.”

Ignoring the solicitor, Drew continued, “Do you know what they do in prison to men who rape little girls, Mr Popov?”

The colour drained from Popov’s face until he was practically translucent.

Drew leaned closer and lowered his voice to a whisper. “The good news is it won’t take long for you to find out.” Without waiting for Popov to reply, Drew straightened up and strode out of the interview room.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




Something tugged at Jeremy's mind, pulling him from sleep. He opened his eyes and stared up at the white ceiling. An orange shaft of light cut across the expanse of space overhead. He followed the line, his head turning slowly over the pillow until he spotted the gap in the curtains that allowed the glow from the streetlamp to creep in. 

"Jeremy..." He started, his body slowly catching up to his mind as he turned to face Kelly. She was sitting up in the bed, covers pulled up to her chest. Her hand lay on his arm, and she shook him. "Jeremy."

"What is it?" He was groggy. His throat was dry, his tongue rasping against the roof of his mouth like sandpaper. Even as he lay back against the pillows, the room started to spin slowly.

"I thought I heard something," she whispered. She turned to glance down at him, her eyes still glazed with the remnants of sleep.

"It was nothing," he said, tugging her down towards him. "Probably just a dream." Alcohol numbed his senses. He was going to have one hell of a hangover in the morning.

She shook her head. "No, I really heard something."

He was more alert now, his body tensing in response to the fear he detected in her voice. 

Jeremy stilled, straining to hear whatever had disturbed Kelly so much. Nothing stirred in their house, at least nothing he could detect.

"There's nothing, it was probably just something out on the street."

"Jeremy, I know what I heard. I'm not making it up."

Sighing, he brushed his hand down over his face and sat up in the bed, letting his feet swing down to the floor. 

"What are you doing?" Kelly hissed in the darkness as he grabbed his jeans from where he'd discarded them earlier.

"Going to make sure everything is secure," he said, shooting her a smile in the dark. Her face was half illuminated in the light spearing through the curtains. She shook her head, her hair sliding over her shoulders.

"No, don't. Let's just call the police."

Jeremy scoffed and tried to smother the sound under his breath as Kelly gave him a dirty look. 

"Jeremy, I know what I heard."

"We can't call the police just because you had a nightmare."

"It wasn't a nightmare. I think I heard..." she paused, her stillness unnerving him. She glanced at him. "Did you hear that?"

"Now you're just scaring yourself," Jeremy said, getting to his feet. "I'll go and check it out. You stay here." He stumbled, catching himself on the edge of the bed before he toppled to the floor.

"I’ll come with you."

"No." Jeremy was firm. Even though he was sure it was nothing, he wasn't willing to risk her involvement. "You stay here. If you hear anything weird, call the police." 

"You're scaring me." 

He smiled at her, softening his words. "Babe, it's not going to come to that. Everything will be fine, just you wait and see." He crossed to the bottom of the bed and headed for the door. "Stay in here until I come back."

"Jeremy!" Her voice was little more than a whisper, but he heard her anyway and stopped.

"Yeah?"

"I think I heard glass breaking."

"It was probably somebody heading home after a few too many."

She started to shake her head, but he pulled open the door and slipped out into the hall. "Stay here."

Padding over the carpet, he made it to the top of the stairs without incident. The spinning had slowly eased but his brain was still fogged with drink. He held onto the banister because if he fell down the stairs now, Kelly would have his arse in a sling for being so careless. The house was wreathed in silence. He carried his phone in his hands, the flashlight app shining a small pool of light directly in front of him. 

Pausing at the top of the steps, he listened, quieting his breathing so he could detect even the faintest sound. Nothing.

Sighing with relief, he started down the stairs. As he reached the third step from the bottom, it creaked beneath his weight. The bedroom door swung open, the sound of it swishing over the carpet a dead giveaway that Kelly hadn't stayed put.

He waited and a second later she appeared on the top landing. Her face, pale as moonlight, was filled with concern. 

"Go back," he urged. "Everything is fine."

"I heard something else."

"It was me on the stairs," Jeremy said. He shifted in place allowing the creak of the floorboards beneath him to groan in response.

"Oh." Kelly's expression shifted, her fear fading a little.

"Go back to bed," he said again. "I'm going to get a glass of water and do a quick sweep of the house before I come up."

Her hands flexed as she stood on the top step, uncertainty etched into the curve of her body. "You sure you don't want me to come with you?"

"Go back to bed and rest, Kels. I'll be right up." He smiled at her, hoping it would be enough to ease some of the tension she obviously still felt. 

Finally, she listened to him. "Ok, but if you're not back in five minutes I'm calling the police."

Grinning, Jeremy shook his head. He waited until she had disappeared and the bedroom door had clicked shut before he carrying on down the stairs. 

Padding to the front door, he was pleased to find it was still secure. He moved soundlessly through the living room, checking the windows to ensure they too remained locked. 

When he was satisfied, he stopped at the bottom of the stairs and called up to reassure Kelly. Her response was muffled but he had a feeling she would be asleep before he made it back up to the bedroom.

With his throat still parched and burning, Jeremy headed for the kitchen. Flicking a switch, he watched as the small mood lights beneath the cupboards flickered into life. He could still remember the day Kelly had picked them out. She'd been so thrilled. Both of their families had struggled with poverty while they were growing up, his more than Kelly's. So, something as simple as mood lighting felt like an extravagance.

Fetching a glass from the cupboard, he crossed to the sink. Filling it, he returned to the table and sat. The cold crept in around his legs, like a cat curling around his ankles as it sought to steal his warmth.

A nearby car alarm blared, the sharp sound momentarily ripping through the silence so loudly it made Jeremy wince. 

Too loud. 

A cold breeze caused goosebumps to pebble his flesh. He glanced in the direction of the small utility room nestled off the kitchen.

Standing, he tried to calm the frantic beat of his heart as he crept to the half-closed door. 

When he stepped into the utility room, something crunched underfoot. It took his brain a second to register the pain that bloomed in his toes.

Yelping, he took a step back as his eyes settled on the glass that littered the floor of the utility room. His gaze swept up to the door, glittering pieces of shattered glass still clung to the frame. 

A hand clamped over Jeremy's mouth before the sound forming in the back of his throat could escape. Someone jerked him backwards, and a well-placed foot behind his legs sent him sprawling into the main area of the kitchen.

Jeremy hit the ground with a dull thud, the sound hardly registering in his mind as he struggled to get back up.

Before his thoughts could fully form, something fell on him. It was a person, their dark shape a blur, hands balled into fists that struck at him over and over.

He drew in a shuddering breath, trying to scream for Kelly to call the police. But something hard struck the side of his head, something harder than a fist. 

Jeremy felt his brain rattle inside his skull, the force of the blow momentarily causing dark stars to explode behind his eyelids. 

When he tried to open his eyes again, he found his eyelids were stuck together with something wet and warm that ran down from his hairline. 

His mouth wasn't working properly. His jaw felt weird, stiff and out of place. There was the rag stuffed into his mouth, a strange taste covering his tongue.

"I wasn't sure you'd wake-up, Jezza." The voice came from somewhere to his left and Jeremy tried to move his head in that direction. But it was like his head was stuffed full of cotton wool, his brain struggling to put the pieces together.

As though sensing his inability to move properly, Mark's visage swam into view. His old friend winced as he took in Jeremy's face.

"Not looking too hot there, pal. I can't imagine you're feeling too good either." Mark clucked his tongue and shook his head sadly. "You know things didn't need to go like this."

Jeremy tried to speak around the rag. Claggy blood made it difficult to form words and anyway, his tongue was trapped beneath the foul-tasting gag.

Mark pulled it from his mouth and Jeremy thought, but couldn't be certain, that a couple of his teeth fell out after it. His jaw was still not functioning correctly, but he managed to form one garbled word.

"Why?"

Mark leaned over him, his smile tinged with sadness. "Because I know you, buddy. I offered you a chance to come back, but you used me. I thought you understood how things needed to be. I thought that after what you saw at that farmhouse that you got it."

Jeremy's mind wandered, his thoughts turning to Kelly upstairs. He needed to get up there, needed to protect her from the lunatic in the kitchen.

Jeremy groaned, struggling to sit up, but his body refused to do his bidding. There was a burning sensation in his ribs and every breath he sucked down failed to satisfy his starving lungs. Suffocating. He was suffocating. 

Panic saw him thrash on the floor. He clutched out at Mark, grabbing him with bloodied hands. 

"Sssh, mate, relax. Don't tax yourself." Mark pressed him back into the floor.

"Kelly..." Jeremy's tongue was too thick. The blood from his broken nose trickled into his mouth and down the back of his throat. It would drown him if he couldn't get up.

"Don't worry about her." Mark pulled back, crouching over Jeremy. "I didn't want this, Jezza. I thought you understood. I thought we could be a family again." Mark let his head hang down. "This is my failing."

When he looked at Jeremy again, there seemed to be genuine remorse lurking in his dark eyes. "It's not my call, mate. They make the rules, and we have to follow them. And when you break them..." Mark shrugged and reached into his pocket. When he raised his hand, Jeremy spotted a needle as it glinted in the half-light that filtered in through the kitchen window. 

Mark moved fast, faster than Jeremy's eyes could follow. Despite the pain in his body, he felt the needle as it punched through his skin. Something burned as it spread through his neck. and he screwed up his eyes in response. 

Mark patted him on the shoulder and pushed to his feet. 

"I won't do any permanent damage to her, I promise. And when you're gone, I'll look after her. You've got my word on that."

It took a moment for his words to slide through the jumble of Jeremy's thoughts. When it did, Jeremy was filled with such intense fear that it muted his pain.

He tried to grab at Mark's leg, but his former friend stamped down on his fingers, crushing them beneath his boot tread. 

"Don't prolong this, mate. Just go with it. I gave you the good stuff. It'll help. Just go with it."

Mark crammed the rag back in Jeremy’s mouth before he walked away, his boots crunching over the glass.

Jeremy lay there, the silence weighing on him as he fought to remain in control of his own thoughts. The seconds turned in minutes. 

It was the screaming that pulled Jeremy from the twilight space his mind had slipped into.

Kelly...

He rolled onto his side. The drugs were beginning to take effect, and they curbed the edge of his pain. It had been years since he'd last indulged. Mark had done him a favour. 

She was screaming his name, the terror in her voice drawing him to his feet. He barely registered the glass that spliced through the delicate flesh of his feet. Dragging his broken body into the kitchen, he clung to the counters as he propelled himself to the stairs. 

He tried to call out to her, but his voice was too gravelly and low to be heard. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Jeremy slumped onto the steps.

Kelly's screams were quieter now, as though something or someone was silencing her. Jeremy let the thought settle in his mind as he started the climb. 

Digging his fingers into the carpet on each stair, he dragged himself slowly, inexorably, upwards. All the while, he chanted her name beneath his breath.

The bedroom door swung open, Kelly's quiet sobbing growing momentarily louder as a dark figure appeared. It took Jeremy a moment to realise the balaclava wearing shadow was Mark. Mark stood for a moment, struggling to close the belt on his jeans. 

"Fucker..." The word slipped from Jeremy's mouth before he could stop himself.

Mark jerked his head up, his cold gaze settling on Jeremy slumped on the stairs.

Crossing the carpet, Mark crouched next to him. "I'd forgotten how tough you were." Shaking his head, Mark tutted softly to himself. 

Jeremy made to grab him, but Mark shuffled back out of reach. 

"Bastard..." Blood dripped on the floor beneath Jeremy's face, staining the carpet pink.

"When all of this is over, Jezza, I'll make it up to her. When you're gone, I'll treat her so well, she won't even remember your name."

Jeremy lunged forward, but Mark was already moving. He pushed up as Jeremy dragged his body upright. He couldn't see Mark's face beneath the mask, but Jeremy knew if he could, he'd see surprise etched into Mark's features. 

The thought was gone before he could grab onto it. Mark took a step back and raised his leg.

When his boot connected with the centre of Jeremy's chest, the world slowed. He felt the pressure of Mark's kick as it propelled him backwards. 

His hands scrabbled uselessly for the walls, the banister, anything to give him purchase. Anything that would save him.

His broken fingers found only air, and his body tumbled backwards, the breath rushing from his chest as his spine cracked against the steps.

His legs went over his head and still he continued to fall. Time collapsed in on itself, prolonging the moment and speeding up all at once.

When he hit the bottom of the stairs, he felt his skull crack as it connected with the ground, like an egg carelessly dropped.

And then nothing at all.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




Harriet climbed from her car and pulled her coat tighter around her body before she hurried from the car park and into the imposing stone building. The feeling of being watched left her unnerved. She could feel the gazes, hear the whispers. Time had passed, and the tabloids had all moved on, but that had not stopped the rumours. People still looked at her like she was a criminal. She had tried to brush it off, pretend that everything was back to normal, but that just wasn’t true.

She made it to the lobby of the building and was confronted by a large group of chattering students. Harriet kept her shoulders back and chin high as the conversations around her died away to silence.

“Good morning.” Harriet tried to maintain a cheery facade as she edged through the crowd.

The students parted like a shoal of fish escaping a much larger predator. The moment her back was turned, the chatter started up again. “That’s her.”

Picking up her pace, Harriet crossed the floor and made it to the stairs. Keeping her attention fixed on the ground in front of her, she tried to block out the gossip. On more than one occasion, she had wondered if returning had been a mistake.

Slipping in through the main door to her office, she was relieved to find the reception area empty. The idea of having to make small talk, no matter how well meaning it might be, left her cold. Most were not brave enough to ask her to her face about the situation, and those who were… well they usually believed in the old adage, that there was no smoke without fire.

Despite clearing her name, she was as much a pariah now as she had been when the articles first came out. And while she had agreed to see out the end of the term, judging by how few students turned up to her classes, Harriet wondered if continuing to beat a dead horse was worthwhile.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she lifted it free and stared down at the screen. For a moment she thought it might be Drew, but was disappointed to learn it was just Dennis. She skimmed the message, pleased to see he had agreed to a meeting. Something needed to change. Continuing at the university was not really a viable option. The students who were skipping her lectures because they believed what they had read in the papers were only going to suffer. If she could persuade Dr Baig that somebody else should take over, then perhaps something could be salvaged from the mess.

A knock on the door behind her caused Harriet’s heartrate to skyrocket. The urge to hide washed over her but she dismissed it as ridiculous. You’ve done nothing wrong. Get a grip. While the voice in her head might be correct, it did nothing to diminish the very real feelings she was experiencing.

Pulling open the door, she was surprised to find Olivia on the other side.

“DC Crandell, what a lovely surprise.” As soon as the words were out of Harriet’s mouth, she knew just how true they were. She had refused to admit to herself just how much she had missed the team. It was like a piece of her life had been stolen from her and she had been cut adrift, unable to find a way back. And then there was Drew. The number of times she had picked up her phone to call him before losing her nerve. And the more time that passed, the harder it became.

“You’re not busy, are you? I know I should have called first.”

Harriet shook her head and stood aside to allow the other woman inside. “I’m never too busy for you. How have you been?”

“Oh, you know, muddling through.” Olivia’s smile was wan, and she touched her fingers to the collar of her shirt. As she watched her, Harriet wondered just how much of Olivia’s behaviour was unconscious. A trauma response to everything she had been through.

“But how are you? How long have you been back? I can’t imagine it was easy with all the gossip…” Olivia trailed off, colour spreading across her cheeks. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have⁠—”

Harriet smiled. “It’s fine. You’re right, it hasn’t been easy. I was just thinking there needs to be a change. It’s not fair on the students.”

“What do you mean?” Olivia asked.

“Many of them stopped coming to class.” Harriet swallowed hard. It wasn’t easy to admit such vulnerability to another person. If it had been Drew, it wouldn’t have been so difficult. But it wasn’t Drew.

“Why would they stop…” Olivia trailed off. “They still believe you did something to Lila.”

Harriet turned her gaze upwards to the ceiling, noting the water damage on the plaster work above her head. She’d never noticed it before, then again, she didn’t have much occasion to stare at the ceiling.

“No smoke without fire, DC Crandell.” With a sigh, she dropped her gaze. “I’m going to ask Dr Baig to have another lecturer take over my classes. I can’t have the students suffering because⁠—”

“You did nothing wrong.”

“I know. But that doesn’t change the fact that I need to do what is right for the students. If they continue to miss class, they will fail.”

Olivia snorted. “You’re a better woman than me, Dr Quinn. If it were me, I’d let them fail. It’d serve them right.”

The ghost of a smile crept onto Harriet’s face. “I appreciate the sentiment, but it would be irresponsible of me to behave any other way. I have an obligation.”

“You’re still teaching the classes, right?” Olivia interrupted.

“Of course.”

“Then you’re already meeting your obligations. If they choose to ignore your attempts to educate them, that’s not your problem.”

“Well, I’m still going to try,” Harriet said. “Dr Baig might refuse but I have to attempt to fix it.”

Olivia shot her a sympathetic look before reaching into her bag and extracting a brown paper bag. “Well, I can’t help you with that issue, but I can resolve another one. I thought you might like this back.” She held the parcel out.

Gingerly, Harriet took the item. It was surprisingly heavy, and it took her a moment to guess at what it was. “My laptop?”

Olivia smiled. “Yeah. Jodie finished going through it and I figured you might need it. I would have returned it sooner, but I wasn’t sure if you were back yet.”

Harriet slipped it from the paper. When she had thought about the moment her laptop would be returned to her, she had always imagined it would be Drew handing it over.

“How did you know I was back?” Harriet asked, trying for nonchalance and falling short.

Olivia shifted awkwardly. “DI Haskell had some uniforms put on your place when everything blew up. It’s just a drive-by to make sure everything is all right. They knew you’d returned.”

Harriet set the laptop down on the reception desk, suddenly unsure of how to take the news. On one hand, it was typical of Drew to think of her and on the other, it was entirely reckless of him. If the tabloids got wind of what he was up to, it would only further tarnish the reputation of the force.

Olivia tapped her arm gently. “Don’t worry about it, Dr Quinn. He has the blessing of the DCI. They didn’t want to take the risk that something might happen to you. We’ve all been worried.”

Harriet’s smile was thin. “Hopefully it’s behind me now and I can just move on with my life.” Taking a deep breath, she decided to plunge ahead and ask the question that had been swirling around her brain. “How is DI Appleton?”

“I think we had a breakthrough with her case.”

“You think you had a breakthrough?”

Olivia quickly filled her in on the details.

“And he just confessed to everything?” Harriet pursed her lips as Olivia nodded. “Why would he do that?”

With a shrug, Olivia picked up her bag. “I was hoping you could tell me.”

“I wish I could. Nothing is ever so clean cut.” Musing, Harriet sat on the edge of the reception desk. “Perhaps Jodie should consider looking through his financial records to see if there’s anything odd⁠—”

“The DI already had her look through them. There was nothing. She’s going through his electronics and tracking the contacts on his phones.”

“Well, there must be something to be gained from it.”

“Then again, maybe he really did all the things he said he did. If it walks like a duck…”

Harriet hid her smile. “I suppose. It certainly sounds like you all have it under control.” She tried to hide the hurt from her voice, but Olivia picked up on it, nonetheless. She touched her hand to Harriet’s arm.

“Things would be a lot easier if you were back with us. The team misses you, Dr Quinn.”

“I appreciate that, but you’ve all obviously got everything under control. And that’s how it should be. You’re a strong team. You’ll get through this, DS Arya included.”

“He will. He just needs time.”

Olivia looked as though she was going to say something else, but her phone buzzed. “Shit, I better get back or the DCI will have my hide.”

Harriet contemplated asking Olivia to tell the team she was thinking of them, but at the last second, she changed her mind. She was trying to make a clean break. Sending a message back with Olivia would only confuse that.

“Look after yourself, Olivia. I’m here if you ever need me.”

As Olivia headed for the door, she glanced back at Harriet. “I’ll hold you to that.” Pausing with her hand on the door handle, Olivia hesitated. “You know if you wanted to return, we would all have your back.”

Harriet let her gaze drop to the floor. This was what she had been afraid of. All she had to do was look at the mess she had made of things at the university. Everything would only get worse if she tried to go back to the police. Even with her name cleared, there would be those out there who would take the opportunity to try and destroy Drew and the team. And as much as it hurt, Harriet could not allow that.

“I think it’s better for everyone involved if we have a clean break. My staying away is the only thing that can protect all of you.”

Olivia opened her mouth to argue, but Harriet shut her down with a head shake. “Deep down you know I’m right, Olivia. There are people who would be only too happy to see the team dismantled. We can’t let that happen.”

“It doesn’t mean I have to like it,” Olivia said grumpily. “But it was good to see you.”

Harriet tapped her fingers on the laptop. “Thanks for returning this.”

With a curt nod, Olivia slipped out into the hall. The door slammed shut behind her, leaving Harriet alone with her thoughts. She had spent so long pretending that she was fine without the camaraderie of the team. But seeing Olivia had shown her just how much she missed it. Working with Drew and the others had given her a sense of purpose that was now missing from her life. Thanks to Lila Uxley and Jonathan Connors, it had been ripped away from just when she was finally starting to feel like she belonged somewhere.

What made it worse was the knowledge that there was nowhere else on earth where she would feel that sense of belonging again. It was gone, broken beyond repair, and there was nothing she could do to fix it. It reminded her of the aftermath of her mother’s attempt on her life and the moment she had realised Kyle would not be coming home. She was alone, then. And now, so many years later, she was alone, again.

Dropping down into the chair behind the desk, she allowed her tears to flow.


PART 2

TWO WEEKS LATER




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




Olivia sat at the kitchen table, staring down into a bowl of soup cooling in front of her. 

"Everything all right, love?" Her father's voice cut through her silent contemplation.

Painting a false smile on her face, Olivia met his grey-eyed gaze head on. "Fine, dad."

"Don't kid a kidder," he said, his canny eyes narrowing. "Something's eating at you. What is it?"

Olivia ducked her chin, hiding her smile. It still amused her that her father had the ability, even now, to make her feel like a little girl.

"Honestly, it's nothing. I was just thinking about work."

"They still got you chained to the desk?" He cocked a bushy eyebrow.

"Ken, don't brow beat the girl. If she wanted to tell you something, she'd have said so." 

Olivia felt the gentle press of her mother's hand against her shoulder as she passed behind her. 

"Nah, it's fine." She glanced at her father. "I'm still on the desk. But I'm hoping they'll clear me soon."

Her father glared at the slices of bread on the table as though each one had personally insulted him. "I don't know why you let them coddle you like that. I didn't raise my daughter to be sidelined."

"I'd hardly call being put on desk duty after I was injured in the line of duty sidelined, Dad." Olivia softened her words with a smile. "I'll be back out on the street in no time."

"They should have let me have five minutes with that cowardly bastard." Silence closed over the kitchen. From the corner of her eye, Olivia could see her mother frozen at the kitchen sink.

Olivia's gaze dipped, her attention snagging on the white knuckled grip her father had on his knife. 

She reached out and placed a placating hand over his. "I'm fine now, Dad." Her voice was gentle. 

He loosened his grip on the knife, allowing it to clatter to the tabletop as he took her hand in his. 

"I'm fine," she repeated. Her words pulled him back from whatever place he'd retreated to in his mind.

He blinked back tears and swallowed hard. "I can see that. The fact that they can't is what baffles me." He coughed, brashly covering his emotions.

Olivia returned his forced smile with a warm one of her own. Even now, she could still remember the haunted look on her father's face when she'd woken up in the hospital and found him sitting next to her bed. He'd stayed with her until they'd kicked him out. But he had returned every day without fail, to read to her from the paper, as he had when she'd been small enough to sit on his knee. His presence had been all the encouragement Olivia had needed to get back on her feet as quickly as possible.

"What did I miss?" Robbie swept into the room. Before anyone could speak, he'd swiped a piece of buttered bread from the side of his father's plate.

"Your manners," Mum said. She tutted disapprovingly and started to return her attention to the sink. Before she could turn her back, Robbie moved to her side and planted a smacker on her cheek. He whirled out of reach before she could protest. 

Not that she would. Robbie was the apple of their parents' eye, and as such could do no wrong. 

Mum's cheeks turned rosy red, and she made a show of swiping at the spot where he'd kissed her cheek with a tea towel. 

Robbie plopped down into his chair on the opposite side of the table, the slice of bread already half-eaten. His eating habits were legendary among the family. He had the appetite of a rugby team but never added an ounce of fat to his lanky frame. 

He cocked an eyebrow in Olivia's direction as he caught her studying him. 

"Still going around like a bride of Dracula, I see," he said. He popped the second half of the bread into his mouth and automatically reached for another.

"What?" 

He gestured to his neck, indicating the polo neck Olivia had decided on for the day. 

"Robbie!" Mum warned from behind him.

Olivia shrugged. "At least mine will improve with time. Pity the same can't be said for your face." 

He chucked a chunk of bread at her head and Olivia ducked, allowing it to whizz harmlessly over her. 

"You two are ridiculous!" Mum dropped the tea towel on the counter. "You're both adults, so behave like it, for once."

"Sorry, Mum," Olivia said sheepishly.

"Yeah, sorry..." Robbie mumbled. 

He caught Olivia's eye and stuck his tongue out, drawing a grin from her. Within seconds, they had both dissolved into fits of giggles. The tension Olivia had been feeling before she'd arrived faded away as she relaxed into the camaraderie she felt with her family. 

It had always been so easy with them. 

"Did you see this?" Dad's voice cut through the laughter. He flicked the paper, straightening the pages as he placed them on the table in front of her. He jabbed a finger, scarred from years of working on fishing boats, at an article on the paper. 

"Ken, is this really the best time? We're having our tea."

Olivia read quickly, her gaze scanning over the page. It was a small piece, covering a break-in involving a young couple on the outskirts of Brompton. 

"Did you hear anything about it?" Dad leaned his elbows on the table.

Without paying much heed, Olivia shook her head. She devoured the words on the page, her mind running all the possible reasons for the crime. It was probably nothing. But there was something in the way the article was written which tugged at her. It lacked the usual salaciousness she'd come to expect with the papers. Then again, it also lacked details. 

All she could glean from the piece was that a few weeks prior, the couple had been attacked in the early hours of a Saturday morning. Both had been taken to hospital with serious injuries, and one remained in critical condition. A quote from one of the family members caught Olivia’s attention. “Home is supposed to be a haven, but nowhere is safe from these thugs. There’s just no safe place anymore.”

"I thought it would catch your eye," Dad said, his voice finally breaking through Olivia's thought process. 

"Why this one?" She glanced up at him.

His response was a quick shrug. "No clue. Just thought it was a bit different to all the others."

Why her father had decided to become a fisherman was still a source of confusion to Olivia. The man had a mind like a steel trap, and as such would have made a fantastic detective. When she'd questioned him about it, he'd shrugged her questions off. His own father had been a fisherman, and his father before him. It was tradition.

The idea of being forced to do something was a foreign one to Olivia. And when she'd said as much to the man next to her, he'd just smiled at her. "The choices I've made gave you the privilege of choice," he'd informed her. 

When she'd tried to press him further, he'd refused to answer any more of her questions. It still intrigued her.

Perhaps one day he would explain it to her.

"I should head out," Olivia said, getting to her feet.

"So soon?" Mum turned to her. "You've only been here a short while."

Olivia shook her head. "I really need to go. I've got a ton of stuff to do at home. Oscar will be pissed if I stay out any longer."

Mum snorted. "He'd survive another hour without you."

But Olivia already had her jacket on and was searching her pocket for her keys. "Sorry, Mum, duty calls."

Leaning down, she placed a quick kiss on her father's leathery cheek. Robbie gave her a quick salute, but his attention was riveted to the food that remained on the table. Mum followed her to the door, fretting and cajoling the entire time.

Olivia stepped out into the porch and turned back to her mother. "I promise I won't stay away this time."

"You’d better not. And your father is right," Her mum dropped her voice so she couldn't be heard over the raised voices coming from the kitchen. "Don't let them sideline you, Livvie." Livvie was the nickname her family had given her when she was young. But her mother rarely used it anymore. Hearing it coming from her now was jarring. 

"Mum, I--"

"No, let me finish." The other woman held up her hand, effectively silencing Olivia without another word. "You made a mistake. But that doesn't give them the right to punish you forever. They need you as much as you need them. Don't you forget it." She leaned in, offering her cheek to Olivia.

Dutifully, Olivia pecked her mother on the cheek and allowed herself to be ushered out the door. 

It wasn't until she was turning the key in the lock of her flat that she allowed the truth of her mother's words to sink in. They did need her. DI Haskell was not the type of man who suffered fools gladly, and he had requested that she stay on the team despite the mistakes she had made. 

Stepping into the darkened hall, Olivia felt a fur covered body twine around her ankles. "Hello, Oscar," she said quietly. Flicking on the lights, she watched as the overweight ginger moggy threw himself down on the rug at her feet. He rolled onto his back, exposing the pale golden fur of his belly. A trap. One Olivia had fallen afoul of more times than she cared to count. 

"Not today, Satan," she muttered, eyeing the cat as he reached one clawed foot in the direction of her black boots. 

If he heard her, Oscar made no indication of it. Instead, his purrs only intensified as he rolled and stretched and made a giant fuss of himself against the rug.

Rolling her eyes, Olivia suppressed a smile as she stepped over his body and made her way to the kitchen. With a disgruntled meep, Oscar followed, beating her to the cupboard in spite of Olivia's head start.

As she dished out his food, her hands started to shake. And by the time she stood back to watch him eat, the tremors had spread up through her arms and into her spine. It was always the same. When she was alone, the fear and the panic returned. She could practically set her watch to it.

Turning her back on the cat, she gripped the edge of the counter top and closed her eyes. She drew in a deep, steadying breath, counting slowly backwards in an effort to bring her racing thoughts back under control.

Oscar's deep throated meow was the only warning she had before he leaped onto the counter and brushed his tail beneath her nose. She jerked back, surprised laughter bubbling out of her. Two luminous, green eyes stared back at her, as if to say, what's your problem?

Without a second thought, she swept him up into her arms and pressed her nose to his fur. Oscar meowed, before settling into her grip. Purring like a car without an exhaust, the cat pressed his nose against Olivia's throat. 

The final dregs of tension ebbed slowly away from her body, leaving her feeling exhausted.

"Thanks, Oscar," she whispered against his warm body. He meeped in response and continued purring. 

Rescuing Oscar had been Dr Quinn's idea after the incident at work. Initially, Olivia had fought the prospect of adopting an animal. She'd never been one of those children who'd dreamt of having a puppy. That had been Robbie's thing, not hers. 

But Dr Quinn's quiet suggestion had stuck with her, burrowing its way into her brain until, one Saturday morning, Olivia found herself at a local cat rescue. 

It had been love at first sight when she'd found Oscar, at least from her perspective. Oscar, on the other hand, couldn't have cared less about the prospect of finding his forever home with her. At least, he hadn't cared until she had whipped out a bag of treats. 

Sensing the change in her mood, Oscar struggled to escape her embrace. Setting him back down on the floor, she watched as he sashayed across the floor like he was taking part in his very own runway challenge from RuPaul's Drag Race. 

Grinning, Olivia decided to settle down with a little television for the night with her feline companion.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




Harriet settled back into her couch and curled her feet beneath her. Taking the afternoon to work from home was the best idea she’d had in a while. She picked up one of the papers she'd started working on before she'd left for Ireland, but the words bled into each other and refused to make any real sense.

Just as she was contemplating getting up to make a cup of tea, the doorbell rang. She froze. As time passed, it was getting easier to put her experience behind her, but hearing the doorbell still caused an almost Pavlovian response of fear.

Getting slowly to her feet, she tried to control her rapid heartbeat. Slipping out to the hall, she paused. The doorbell rang again. Through the coloured frosted glass of the door, she could make out the shadow of the person on the other side. She was certain of one thing; it wasn’t Drew. She buried her disappointment.

Pausing with her hand on the wall, she contemplated returning to the living room and ignoring the uninvited caller entirely. 

"Dr Quinn?" The female voice was familiar, but it still had the ability to take Harriet by surprise. Tugging open the door, she found herself face to face with DC Martina Nicoll.

"I was hoping I might find you at home." The detective constable smiled but Harriet could tell from the nervous way in which she held herself that she wasn't certain of her welcome.

"DC Nicoll, this is unexpected."

Martina's expression turned pensive, and she took a step back. "I shouldn't have come. This was a huge imposition. I'm sorry, I⁠—"

"No, it's fine," Harriet said hurriedly. "You've taken me by surprise, that’s all. I wasn't expecting company."

"I heard about the situation," Martina said. She coughed awkwardly and shoved her hands into the pockets of her jacket. "For what it's worth, Ambrose and I, we never thought you were capable of any wrongdoing."

"Everyone is capable of some kind of wrongdoing," Harriet said, before adding, "but I appreciate the sentiment nonetheless."

Martina nodded. "I suppose you might be right. I've seen a lot of people do some terrible things. But..." she trailed off.

"Would you like to come in, DC Nicoll?"

"Please, call me Martina. I'm not here in an official capacity." She smiled apologetically. "I mean, I wish I was but..." she spread her hands in a gesture of helplessness.

"It's fine. Come on in." Harriet ushered her inside and closed the door. "I'm afraid I don't have anything to offer you beyond tea, and maybe coffee."

"I don't want to put you out," Martina said. 

"You're not," Harriet said. "I was planning to put the kettle on before you arrived."

"Oh, well then, tea would be great. I've had more than enough coffee today."

Harriet directed her through to the kitchen and watched surreptitiously as Martina took a stool at the breakfast counter. The moments passed in comfortable silence as Harriet prepared the drinks. Martina didn't speak until Harriet had set a steaming cup of Yorkshire tea in front of her.

"What can I do for you?" Standing on the opposite side of the counter, Harriet leaned back against the cabinets, nursing her own mug of tea between her palms. 

The mug had belonged to Drew. He'd jokingly told her that the cups she used were too small for him. He'd been right; she had watched him often enough struggling with the delicate handles on the bone China cups she favoured. One night, he'd brought the mug in question. Harriet could remember the grin on his face when he'd told her he'd swiped it from the office kitchen. Of course, his mood had quickly faded when Harriet had suggested his act amounted to theft. Not that it had stopped him from using it. 

When he'd moved into his new house, the mug had been overlooked, whether by design or just human error, Harriet couldn't be sure. And so, it had become a comfort blanket for her. She didn’t want to admit it, but having the mug made it easier to pretend Drew’s absence wasn’t a gaping void in her life. 

It really was much too big, more like a bowl than a mug. Only Drew would pick something like this.

"Well, it's interesting you should ask that." Martina kept her attention riveted to the cup in front of her. "I don't know if you've been watching the news lately."

Harriet shook her head. She had deliberately stayed away from the news ever since the situation with Misha—Lila, had erupted.

"Well, no matter," Martina said. "We picked up a case a few weeks ago. It’s been all over the news. A family murdered in their home. Mum, Dad, and their teenage daughter." Martina swallowed hard. "Butchered, really. The crime scene was one of the worst I've seen. But forensics are all over the place with conflicting information and to be honest, it's virtually impossible to put the pieces together into something even remotely coherent."

Harriet cocked her head to the side. "I'm not sure what help I can be."

Martina took a mouthful of her tea and winced. "We don't have the resources to handle something like this."

From where Harriet stood, it sounded as though that admission had cost Martina dearly. She knew Martina was ambitious, and that admitting defeat would be no easy task for the young woman.

"And you were hoping I would have a word with DI Haskell?" Harriet guessed.

Martina pulled a face. "I hate to say it, but yeah. We could really do with a boost on this one. The media have turned it into a circus and social media is no better. Conspiracy theories have spiralled out of control. There's speculation that this is the work of some kind of serial killer--”

Something tugged at the back of Harriet's memory.

“—Which it isn’t, but it’s a believable theory, at least. Yesterday, I saw a post suggesting it was a mafia hit.” Martina snorted. “A mafia hit. In Yorkshire. People have lost their minds.”

"And what do you think?" Harriet asked.

Martina shook her head. "We've got no evidence to suggest anything of that nature. We know there was burglary, but the brutality of the murders just doesn't fit." Martina kept her gaze trained on the countertop. "I would ask you to look at the files, Dr Quinn, but after everything that happened and the media speculation surrounding this case⁠—"

"You can't take the risk," Harriet said, her smile grim. "I understand, and I wouldn't ask you for the files. I haven't been cleared to work with the police. I might never get that clearance." Harriet sighed. 

"But you didn't do anything," Martina said, incredulity staining her voice.

"No.” Harriet sipped from her mug. “But mud sticks. If DCI Gregson were a smart man, he wouldn't let me near any of his cases ever again. The right kind of defence would have no problem poking holes in my credibility and the burden of proof falls on the Crown Prosecution." Harriet’s stomach flip-flopped at the idea of never working alongside the team again. "I don't see it happening."

"Well, I'm sorry to hear that," Martina said, sounding shocked. "I really thought this would be a temporary thing."

Harriet cradled her mug, inhaling the steam as the taut silence stretched out between them. She could practically see the black cloud that hung over Martina, wrapping her in its dark cocoon.

"I'd be happy to speak with DI Haskell though, if that's really what you want," Harriet said.

Martina twisted her mouth into a half smile. "I wouldn't say it's what I want, but it's definitely what the case needs."

"Then consider it done. What does DS Scofield think of the plan?"

Martina twisted her fingers around her cup. "He doesn't know I came to you." Before Harriet could say anything, Martina added, “But he agrees in theory that we could do with DI Haskell's help."

"You mean he agreed you could use Drew's resources," Harriet said, a wry smile playing on her lips. She sighed. "Look, I'm happy to say it to Drew. I don't know what he'll do, but what I do know is that you don't want him calling up your sergeant with a proposal that he doesn't know is coming."

Martina nodded. "No, I don't want that." She remained thoughtful before she drank the last of her tea and grabbed her keys. "I really appreciate this, Dr Quinn. And for what it's worth, if it were up to me, I'd reinstate you immediately. I know I'm not the only one who sees your worth."

Harriet smiled. "Thank you."

Martina shrugged. "It's just what I think."

Harriet followed her to the door and unlocked it before letting the other woman step out onto the doorstep. "Good luck with your case. I have faith that you'll figure it out."

Martina's smile was worn around the edges. "I wish I had your faith, Dr Quinn. But maybe if DI Haskell can come up with something that allows everyone to work to their strengths, we'll find the person responsible."

"I trust Drew," Harriet said. "He'll want to help."

After they said their goodbyes, Harriet closed the door and leaned her forehead against the cool glass. So much for giving Drew space. Sighing, she heaved herself upright and made her way into the living room to get her phone.
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Harriet sat in her car outside Drew's house. A mist had swept in off the sea as she'd crossed the moors and now it covered the windscreen, making it difficult to discern any details of the small cottage. There was a tremor in her hands as she gripped the steering wheel and listened to the gentle tick of the cooling engine.

It felt like a lifetime had passed since she'd last seen him. It had become painfully obvious on the journey over here that her staying away had less to do with needing space and more to do with the fact that she was nervous about seeing him. 

She'd stood in the living room and stared at his number on her screen, unwilling or unable, she wasn't sure which, to make the call. In the end, she had decided that this was a conversation that needed to happen in person. And so, here she was.

Flexing her fingers over the steering wheel, she tried to steel her nerves. It was only Drew. She had come to his house a thousand times before. He was her friend.

Friend. The last time they had been together... Harriet closed her eyes, remembering Drew's face when he'd barged his way into her hall, only to realise she wasn't alone. Something had changed between them that night, and Harriet couldn't shake the feeling that the damage was irreparable. 

It was foolish and sentimental to think like that. They were work colleagues, friends and nothing more, thrown together by a shared desire to seek justice for those who couldn't seek it for themselves. 

There could never be anything but that between them. But she had felt a shift, and now she couldn't shake that knowledge.

Get a grip, Harriet. She was grateful for the voice that piped up in the back of her mind. 

She would just get out of the car, march up to the door and— Before she could finish the pep talk, the front door swung inwards, and Drew appeared.

He peered out into the gathering gloom, his corrugated brow smoothing as his face broke into a wide grin. He was out the door and across the gravel drive before Harriet could pull the keys from the ignition.

As Harriet stepped out of the car, Drew reached her and pulled her into a tight bear hug that squeezed the air from her lungs. It was easy to melt against him, to lean into the strength of his body as he held her close. She breathed in the scent of his aftershave, a combination of woodsmoke and leather, and felt the tension of the last few weeks finally seep out of her bones. 

"You should have told me you were back," Drew said, his voice muffled against her. "I'd have come to see you."

"Well, I'm here now." She was unable to keep the smile from her voice.

"Drew?" The voice of DI Appleton drifted through the mist. 

Harriet stiffened and slowly pulled away. Drew released her reluctantly and when he stepped back, Harriet could see DI Appleton in the door of the cottage.

Melissa's face was gaunt, faint shadows lurking beneath her eyes. Harriet knew she still had a long road of recovery ahead.

"Dr Quinn..." There was a resignation to Melissa's voice that took Harriet by surprise. "You're back then?"

"I've been back...” Harriet hesitated, her gaze sliding to Drew’s face. “I’ve been back a while.”

Something brightened in Melissa's eyes. Drew had gone rigid.

"When did you get back?" Drew asked, glancing down at her.

Harriet busied herself with her keys. “I’m not exactly sure. A few weeks at least.”

“You stayed away.” Drew's voice was flat. He took a step back from her. 

"I thought it was for the best." 

His jaw tightened and he gave a short nod of his chin. "We just finished dinner but I'm sure I could find something..."

Harriet had already started to shake her head. "I'm fine, I already ate." It was a lie, but Drew didn't need to know that.

"Well, come in and tell us how things went in Ireland."

Harriet followed him back towards the house. As he reached the door, Melissa grabbed his arm, leaning her weight against him as he crossed the threshold. Drew seemed to be as surprised as Harriet was.

While she couldn't say she really knew DI Appleton, Harriet had always assumed her hard exterior would prevent her from asking for help. And as for appearing vulnerable? Well, it didn't fit with the personality traits she had always displayed in the past.

Then again, Harriet had been wrong about people before. She only needed to cast her mind back to Dr Jonathan Connors and Lila Uxley for proof of that.

She followed them as they made slow progress into the kitchen. As she entered the warm space, Harriet was surprised to discover that Drew had added a small couch. It sat next to the French doors overlooking the garden and it was piled with colourful cushions.

Harriet stood awkwardly to one side while Drew helped Melissa to take a seat on the couch before turning back to Harriet. 

"Something to drink?" There was an odd, strained expression that lurked around his eyes, and the tightness of his jaw left Harriet feeling that turning up unannounced had been a huge mistake.

"No, thanks, I'm fine..." She faltered before turning her attention to Melissa. "I was sorry to hear about the attack."

DI Appleton's demeanour shifted, her visage shuttering as her shoulders rounded and she hunched in on herself as though physically wounded by Harriet’s words. "Thanks."

"Have they caught the people responsible?"

Melissa stared at her hands. “It’s complicated. They picked someone up. but…” She shrugged.

"Well, if you ever need--"

"Thanks," Melissa said tightly. "I'll keep that in mind." A moment passed, and Harriet tightened her fingers around themselves as the tension ratcheted up in the room. 

"Drew," Melissa said, her words cutting through the atmosphere. “I’ve got to make a call. I’ll let you two catch up.”

"Do you need me to get you anything?" Drew moved towards her like a moth to a flame. 

Melissa shook her head and then glanced at Harriet. "Sorry, Dr Quinn. I'm not very good company these days.”

"Don't worry about it," Harriet said. "I should have called ahead. I'm sorry for barging in on you both and disturbing your evening."

Melissa looked from Harriet to Drew, her expression unreadable.

Drew held his hand out to help Melissa to her feet, but she brushed him away. She got to her feet carefully and padded to the door, Drew shadowing her movements like he expected her to drop at any time.

"I'm sorry about everything that happened with Lila Uxley," Melissa said. There was a hoarseness to her voice as though saying the words aloud caused her physical discomfort. "It was wrong. I wouldn't wish something like that on my worst enemy." 

The phrasing was odd, Harriet thought, but before she could say anything else, Melissa spoke again.

"I can take it from here, Drew. You need to talk to Dr Quinn."

"Are you sure?" Drew raised an eyebrow at Melissa, but she simply nodded. 

"I'm fine." She pushed away, and Harriet listened to the shuffling of her feet as she made her way slowly down the hall. 

Lowering her voice, Harriet said, "How has she been?"

Shaking his head, Drew gestured for Harriet to follow him. "Let's take a walk."
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A few minutes later, they were making their way down a steep flight of steps set into the side of the cliff. Drew moved confidently ahead, his long stride eating up the ground. 

The sound of waves slapping against the sand intensified as they reached the promenade.

Harriet paused and stared at the sand and sea in front of her. The heavy, leaden sky kissed the landscape, making it virtually impossible to tell the difference between the horizon and the low-lying clouds. 

"It's beautiful," Harriet said softly, drinking in the scenery. The salt air tickled her nose as she took a deep breath.

"We can take a walk on the beach if you'd like." Drew gestured to the beach below the promenade. "The tide won't be in for a while yet, and we can make it back up before it gets too dark.”

Harriet cast him a sideways look. "You've really settled in here, haven't you?"

He nodded. "It's perfect."

Closing her eyes, Harriet let the sounds and the smells wash over her before she replied. "I can understand why you think that." Cracking an eyelid, she grinned at him. "I'm jealous that you have this on your doorstep."

"Come on." He started along the promenade and disappeared down a set of steps that led to the beach. Harriet followed. She glanced at the wet sand and then down at her low pumps. 

"I'm not really wearing appropriate footwear," she called after him.

Drew's face broke into a wide grin as he started to roll up the bottom of his jeans before stripping off his boots and socks. "It's better without shoes. How else will you feel the sand between your toes?"

Seeing him like this took her by surprise. He was different, lighter. Had Melissa’s accident brought them closer together? Harriet had noticed something different between them back at the house.

Drew took a couple of steps onto the beach and waited for her beyond a huddled groups of rocks that looked like sleeping giants gathered in front of the sea wall.

Harriet walked down the steps slowly. Sitting on the bottom step, she took off her shoes and socks. Cautiously, she touched the wet sand with her foot. The coldness of it caused goose bumps to rise on her arms.

It had been years since she'd walked on the sand. In fact, the last time, if she wasn't mistaken, had been when she was a child.

Crushing the memory down in the back of her mind, she tried to focus on the moment. She gasped as she took a step out onto the sand and her foot sank into a small puddle of freezing sea water.

"Oh my god," she whispered.

Drew chuckled. "I mean, you say you're jealous but I'm not sure you're cut out for this life if you can't handle a little puddle."

"It's bloody freezing, Drew.”

He shrugged nonchalantly. "It's not cold, it's bracing."

Gritting her teeth, Harriet splashed through the puddle and stalked out past him. He fell easily into step next to her and they started down the beach, following the twinkling of the lights that were dotted along the length of the pier that lay in the distance.

From the corner of her eye, Harriet studied the man next to her. Despite the obvious difficulties he'd suffered during the last few weeks, Drew looked happier than she'd seen him in a long time. The tension that had sat on his shoulders back at the cottage was gone, no doubt blown away by the brisk breeze that cut across the open landscape.

"You seem different," Harriet mused.

"Do I?" The surprise that cut across Drew's features was genuine. "I think I'm just tired. But this is good." He spread his arms wide, gesturing to the wide-open expanse of space around them.

Shaking off his explanation, Harriet smiled at him. "No, I don't mean that. You're..." She struggled to pinpoint exactly what it was about him that had caught her attention. "I don't know if you're happier, or more relaxed. Maybe both?" She raised an eyebrow at him.

"I wouldn't say I’m more relaxed." Drew chuckled. "Work is busier than ever."

“Did you get the person responsible for Melissa’s attack?”

His expression darkened, his brow drawing down as his mouth compressed into a thin line. “It’s a long story.” He quickly filled her in on everything that had happened. “They knew what they were doing. They're clearly organised." He sighed. "They could have killed her if they’d wanted to."

Harriet could detect the tumultuous emotions that dwelled beneath Drew's words. The urge to comfort him was strong. She could only imagine that the situation with Melissa had brought back to the surface all of his memories of Freya. "Melissa is strong. She wouldn't give up without a fight."

Drew nodded absently. 

"You know I'm always here if you need someone to talk to. If you're finding it⁠—"

Drew was already shaking his head. "I took your advice and contacted that psychologist you recommended."

It took Harriet a moment to put the pieces together in her brain.

"Tony Sheridan,” Drew said. “Bit of an odd ball." The mischievous glint in Drew's eyes softened his words.

"Dr Sheridan can be a little unorthodox, but he knows what's he's about. You're in good hands." Even though she had been the one to give Drew the contact, there was still a small part of her that was hurt. Everyone had moved on so quickly without her. It seemed she was the only one who was still stuck.

"I had a visitor earlier," Harriet said, choosing to change the subject rather than dwell on the situation.

"Oh? Who was that?" The feigned nonchalance in his voice belied the look of consternation that flickered through his eyes.

"DC Martina Nicoll. She had a proposition for me." Harriet waited until Drew's expression cleared, and realisation dawned in his eyes.

"She's working on that triple murder, right?" he said.

Harriet nodded. "An entire family wiped out."

Drew glanced at her. "Well, not quite the entire family. There's a surviving son. He was at university at the time."

"You know all about it, then?"

Drew's expression was grim. "I know a little. Enough to know that it's an absolute shit show. DS Scofield is way out of his league on this one."

"Well, DC Nicoll would agree with you there. In fact--" Harriet hesitated, knowing that if she didn't present this exactly right, Drew would reject it outright simply on principal. "She thinks it would be helpful if the team would lend a hand."

"And what did you tell her?"

"I told her I would ask. Drew, you know better than most how difficult it can be to run an investigation without the proper resources."

"They have the same resources the rest of us get."

Harriet glared at him. "You and I know that's not true. Your budget is much larger⁠—"

"Because the task force deals with much larger cases." Drew sighed. "I can't just go barging in there. It's not that simple. And even if I could—" He held a hand up to silence her, "Gregson would never go for it. He's getting enough flack as it is for the situation with Melissa. Top brass are demanding answers.” He let his arms drop back to his side and turned so that his body faced hers. "You know I would help if I could."

"I know," Harriet said softly. She let her gaze drop to the sand beneath her feet. It had grown colder since they'd arrived, and her toes were starting to go numb.

"I'll see what I can do," Drew said suddenly.

Lifting her chin, she met his eyes. "Really?"

"Yeah, what's another impossible task? Isn't there a saying about doing as many as possible?"

Harriet laughed. "I think you've fumbled it a bit. It should be, 'Why, sometimes I've believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.' It's from Lewis Carroll's Alice in Wonderland."

Drew grinned. "I was close. Now, enough chat about that and tell me about Ireland. Is it as beautiful as Yorkshire?" 

"Some might say so."

"Trick question," Drew said. "Nothing beats God's own county." He fell into step next to her. "Come on, I'll buy you a coffee from Clara’s on the cliff and you can tell me everything."

She followed him back to the prom. Despite the nip in the air, Harriet felt warm inside as she told Drew about the case she'd worked on and the budding relationship she was growing with her foster mother.

Drew listened attentively, only interrupting to ask her thoughtful questions. And by the time Harriet was ready to return home, she felt lighter than she had in a long time. Drew really was different. He was happy. And that, in turn, made Harriet happy. Even if they never worked together again, knowing that he was content took a weight off her shoulders.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




Olivia settled in behind her desk. Fatigue wracked her body, making her eyes blur as she piled the files up in front of her. It was a quiet morning, a small mercy she was more than grateful for. She'd been unable to rid her mind of the story her father had shown her in the paper. 

After tossing and turning in bed, she'd given up and decided to gather as much information about the case as she could from online sources. Not that there was much to find.

However, being at work gave her options, so despite the fact that it was her day off, she had decided to come in under the pretence of getting some paperwork wrapped up.

Nobody needed to know what she was up to. She wasn’t even sure what she was up to herself. 

Clicking through to the report, she stared at the screen. The attack on the couple had been vicious. Her gaze flew over the page. According to the attending officers, the place had been ransacked. A burglary gone wrong seemed to be the prevailing thought. But there was something about it that tugged at Olivia's brain. It felt wrong. She'd seen enough burglaries to know there was something off about this one. 

It reminded her of something. She closed her eyes trying to recall the hazy memory that lurked in the recesses of her brain. Trying to force it only pushed the thought further out of reach. Frustrated, Olivia stood.

Maz was sat hunched over his desk, his attention riveted on his screen. Gregson had allowed him to return from his suspension a few days after they had charged Caz Popov. Despite her attempts to apologise, Maz evaded her at every turn. Not that she blamed him. Rather than approach DS Arya, she made a beeline for DI Haskell’s office and rapped on the door.

“What?”

Unbothered by the harshness of his tone, Olivia pushed the door open. “Sir, there’s something I want to discuss.”

The DI waved his hand in the general vicinity of a chair buried beneath a mound of paperwork. Unlike the DCI’s office, which was always immaculate, this space was crowded with papers, and files spilling their contents across every surface.

Olivia edged over to the chair and quickly set the pile onto the floor. She took her seat and then waited as DI Haskell argued with himself over something on the computer.

Finally, he shoved the mouse away and sat back in his chair. “What can I do you for?”

“Guv, I noticed there was a break-in a couple of weeks back. A couple were attacked during the night, and I was wondering if I might take a look at it.”

“Why?” The DI raised a brow at her as he grabbed his coffee cup and took a swig from the contents. “Christ, that’s disgusting.” Grimacing, he set the cup back on his desk and glared at it as though it had personally insulted him.

“Why what?”

“Why do you want to look at that case in particular? We’ve got more than enough work on our plate here. Why go looking for more?”

“It reminded me of something, sir. I thought maybe if I took a looked at the files and had a chat with the victims, I might be able⁠—”

Drew shook his head, effectively cutting her off without ever having to say a word. “I get that you’re feeling guilty over everything that happened, but this is not how you make amends.”

Olivia dropped her gaze to her hands. “I know that. And with all due respect, guv, this is not about trying to make amends. The case is a nasty one and nobody is really looking at it but there’s something off about the whole thing. It reminded me of the case a while back involving the woman we visited, Jessica Tamblyn. We were looking for information on the Kolokoffs. Shortly after we had a chat with her, she was murdered in her flat.”

DI Haskell remained silent, and Olivia took that as an invitation to carry on. “Nobody is looking at her death either. The moment they realised she was a prostitute, they decided she was probably killed over drugs, or her pimp went too far.”

“And you don’t believe either of those things.” Drew kept his hands on the desk as he leaned back in his chair.

“Not at all. Neither does Dr Quinn…” Olivia swore inwardly as DI Haskell’s expression became shuttered.

“You’ve been speaking to Dr Quinn?”

“Not about the case, sir. I just returned her laptop. Jodie was done with it, and I guessed Dr Quinn would need for her work.”

“Good.” DI Haskell’s tone was dismissive. “Dr Quinn is not a member of this team anymore, so sharing information with her is strictly prohibited.”

Olivia nodded. “Of course, sir.”

Drew sighed. “If I let you go and speak with the victims --and that is a big ‘if’-- I want you to take someone with you.”

“Of course, guv.”

“You’ve been cleared for duty but after your past behaviour, I don’t want you out there alone.”

Heat burned in Olivia’s cheeks. On one hand, she was thrilled to be given her freedom from the desk, but on the other, the DI suggesting she needed a babysitter stung.

“Take Maz⁠—”

“Sir, with all due respect, I don’t think DS Arya wants anything to do with me.”

“He’s a member of this team. That means working together whether you want to or not. Plus, it’ll give you a little bit of time to address the situation.” As though he could read her panicked thoughts, he added, “It’ll do you both good to clear the air.”

Seeing no other choice, Olivia bit her tongue. She was finally being given a chance to get back out on the street; she wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.

“Is that all?” DI Haskell cocked an eyebrow in her direction.

“That’s everything, guv.” Olivia escaped the office before he could change his mind. Pausing by her desk, she watched Maz. Judging by the way he was hunched over his desk, he was engrossed in the case file in front of him. How was she supposed to approach him when he’d made it perfectly clear that he wanted nothing to do with her?

She fingered the collar of her pale blue shirt, a shiver tracing lightly down her spine as she remembered the moment Alfred Douglas had jabbed the blade into her neck. Every night, she relived the moment at least once, sometimes more often. And every night, she woke in a cold sweat, her hand pressed to the scar on her throat. 

But this was nothing like that. The fear she felt now was nothing like those cold sweat inducing nightmares. In some ways it was worse. She’d made a mistake where Alfred Douglas was concerned, and she had paid the price. But Maz was her friend, and her screw-up had nearly cost him his job. She needed to make it up to him somehow, but had no idea where to even begin.

“DS Arya, you’re up.” DI Haskell’s voice rang out across the room before Olivia could summon the courage to do what needed to be done. Maz’s head snapped up and he glanced in DI Haskell’s direction in surprise.

“Of course, guv. Anything you need.”

“I want you and DC Crandell to have a chat with the victims of a break-in over in Brompton. Nasty affair. Crandell will fill you in.”

The surprise and joy Olivia had seen on Maz’s face just mere seconds before disappeared, replaced with a dark scowl.

“Is there a problem, Arya?” There was no mistaking the challenge in DI Haskell’s voice.

Maz merely gathered up his items and slipped on his coat. “No problem, guv.”

Olivia did not need to be a detective to see that he was lying. Without looking at her, Maz made a beeline for the door, leaving Olivia with no choice but to trail after him.
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“What’s all this about then?” Maz finally broke his silence as Olivia slipped behind the steering wheel.

The fact that he hadn’t tried to argue with her about which one of them would drive left her in no doubt as to his mood. The silence between them was not the usual kind; their easy camaraderie had been replaced by something harsh and cold.

“There was break-in over at Brompton. A couple were attacked in the middle of the night. Both sustained injuries. The man is currently in a coma over in James Cook in Middlesborough. I spoke to his partner a short while ago and she has agreed to meet us there.”

“Fine.” Maz settled back in his seat and glared out the passenger window. “Why has the DI sent us on a wild goose chase?”

Gripping the steering wheel, Olivia eased the car into traffic. “I asked him if I could look into the case. They have no leads and⁠—”

“You what?” Maz turned to stare at her incredulously. “You’re the reason we’re doing this?”

“Yeah.”

“Stop the car.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Maz.”

“I said stop the fucking car, DC Crandell.” The way he used her title caused the breath to catch in the back of Olivia’s throat. She had known he was angry, and she certainly couldn’t blame him, but there was a part of her that had hoped they would patch things up. Hearing the tone in his voice quickly disabused her of that notion.

She pulled over and flicked off the engine before she turned to face him. “Go on, say it. I know you want to.”

Maz shook his head. “You’re unbelievable, you know that?”

“I said I was sorry. If I could have⁠—”

“Cut the shit. I know you aren’t sorry. You never are. You run into situations, never caring about the consequences or the potential damage to yourself or those around you.”

“That’s not fair, Maz. I never meant for⁠—”

“And that’s the problem, you never mean for anything… But everyone gets caught in the crosshairs of your recklessness.”

“Nobody forced you to investigate alongside me, Arya. Don’t pretend to be innocent in all of this. You were right there with me, in the thick of it.”

He glanced down at his hands. “Don’t you think I know that? I let you get away with constantly pushing the envelope. We were so stupid, and look what happened.”

“If I could have taken your suspension, Maz, I would have. But I don’t regret looking for the truth. DI Appleton was one of us…”

“And so was Celeste Jackson but that didn’t stop us from getting her killed.”

His declaration stunned Olivia into silence. Was that what he truly believed?

“We’re not the reason she’s dead.”

“Aren’t we? If we hadn’t continued to dig, if we had just left it to Jodie to discreetly find the necessary proof, and then brought her in officially⁠—”

“What? You think she’d still be alive? You think those bastards would have just rolled over and let her tell us everything she knew? Grow up, Maz. You know as well as I do that whether we’d have brought her in officially or not, she would have died. They set her up in the first place to take the fall, and the moment they were done with her, they killed her. I feel bad that she’s dead, but I’m not responsible for it. I refuse to take ownership of that, and so should you.”

He flexed his fingers, his gaze still trained on his hands. “I can’t get her out of my head… I keep seeing the pictures from⁠—”

Without thinking, Olivia reached across the space between them and gently touched her fingers to his shoulder. He flinched as though he’d been struck, but when he raised his gaze to her face, she could see unshed tears glittering in his eyes.

“This isn’t on you, Maz. You can’t carry everything.”

He swallowed hard and nodded, his gaze returning to his hands. Tightening her grip on his shoulder, Olivia shook him gently. “I mean it, Maz. You did not kill Celeste. You’re not responsible.”

He flexed his fingers and flashed her a pained smile. “I’m fine. Let’s go.”

“Maz—”

“Don’t.”

That lone word was enough to silence Olivia entirely. She let her hand fall from his shoulder.

“Fill me in on what you know. I don’t want to walk in there blind.” He kept his attention fixed on the road ahead. Starting the engine, Olivia did as he asked, giving him as much information as she could remember.

And all the while, she couldn’t escape the creeping fear that things would never be the same between them again.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE




Olivia knocked softly on the door before letting herself in. She could feel Maz at her back as he quietly followed her. Just being back in the hospital was enough to spike Olivia’s adrenaline. She could still remember the moment she had woken up in the sterile room and the fear she had felt. Everything had been such a jumble in her brain.

But this particular nightmare belonged to the young woman sitting next to the raised hospital bed, her shoulders hunched, head resting on the pristine white sheets, hand wrapped around the hand of the man in the bed.

The man in question, Jeremy Benson, was almost unrecognisable from the picture Olivia had seen in the file. His face looked puffy, skin doughy, and his eyes—which were shut—looked like two sunken pits. Beneath the harsh fluorescent lighting, Olivia could see the faint traces of bruising around his eyes. The tube in his mouth was hooked up to a large machine next to the bed. The rhythmic whoosh as it pushed oxygenated air in and out of his lungs caused Olivia’s heart to subtly pick up its pace.

Ventilators unnerved her. She wasn’t exactly sure why she had such a bizarre reaction to a machine she rationally knew was designed to support life. However, listening to the sound and watching the numbers change on the screen with each successful cycle of breathing left her uneasy. How precarious Jeremy’s continued existence was. How easy it would be for it to come crashing down.

“Kelly Walker…” Olivia hated to break the young woman’s rest. When she raised her head from the bed, Olivia felt even worse. Kelly was gaunt, with deep black circles beneath her eyes. And the look on her face was one Olivia had seen before, reflected back at her whenever she’d looked in the mirror in the early days after Alfred Douglas had attacked her.

“Yeah.” Kelly’s voice was flat.

“I’m DC Olivia Crandell. We spoke on the phone earlier. I asked if it was ok if we came by for a chat. This is my colleague DS Maz Arya.”

Kelly nodded absentmindedly and returned her attention to the man in the bed. “Jeremy, these police officers are going to help us.” Her voice was a whisper as she leaned over and spoke directly into his ear. As she straightened, she smoothed her hand back over his hair, a tender gesture that made Olivia feel as though she were intruding on an intimate moment.

Kelly stared down at him for a minute before returning her attention to Olivia and Maz. “Do you have news?”

Olivia couldn’t be sure, but it sounded like there was a modicum of hope buried beneath the lifeless voice.

“We don’t have any new information for you right now,” Olivia said. “We’re actually new to your case and I was hoping you could walk me through what happened that night.”

Kelly closed her eyes, her knuckles whitening as she dug her fingertips into the sheets. “What’s the point? You won’t listen anyway.”

“Why would you think that?” Olivia moved further into the room.

“Because the others didn’t listen. Why would you be any different?” Kelly focused her attention on Olivia. “Even if he wakes up—and with every day that passes they say it’s more and more unlikely—but even if he does come back, they said he’ll be brain-damaged. He’ll need around-the-clock care for the rest of his life. Jeremy wouldn’t want that… he’d hate it.”

“I’m very sorry⁠—”

“I don’t want your pity,” Kelly spat the words out. “I want you to get the bastard who destroyed our lives.”

“And we want that too,” Maz said. “That’s why we’re here.”

Olivia said, “Who do you think would do something like this?”

Kelly stiffened in her chair, her hand automatically moving to her stomach. “I…”

Sensing her faltering, Olivia decided to press a little harder. “Do you know who’s responsible?”

“I’d like you to go,” Kelly said abruptly. “You should be out there looking for the bloke who did this, not in here hassling me.”

Olivia opened her mouth to argue but Maz touched her arm and shook his head. Swallowing the questions that crowded her, Olivia took a step back. “We really do want to help, Kelly.”

Kelly squeezed her eyes shut, her body perfectly still. With a sigh, Olivia followed Maz to the door. As he opened it, Kelly shifted in her chair.

“Wait…”

Olivia’s breath caught in the back of her throat, and she stilled.

Kelly faced them, her eyes full of unshed tears. “Jeremy would kill me if he knew I’d told you.” She tossed a quick glance at the man in the bed. “I’d give anything to have him angry at me. But that won’t ever happen again, will it?”

Olivia wanted to give the woman in front of her hope, but she also knew that doing so would sound trite, and that was the last thing Kelly needed.

“I don’t like talking about it,” Kelly said softly. “Because it’s my fault. He only got involved with him again because I got pregnant, and we needed money. Jeremy is a proud man. He wouldn’t go to my dad for the cash. He wanted to provide for us, and when they let him go from his job, he was desperate, you know?” She glanced at Olivia before she shook her head. “Of course you don’t. How could you?”

“I know what it’s like to want something so bad you would do anything to get it. Desperation drives us to do things we wouldn’t normally risk doing.” Olivia deliberately kept her focus on Kelly and off Maz.

Swallowing hard, Kelly nodded jerkily. “Well, Jeremy was clearly feeling desperate. That’s the only reason he went back to that monster.” She took a deep steadying breath and fixed her attention on the man in the bed. “You should speak to Mark Robinson. I know it was him.”

Olivia moved back into the room and took a seat next to Kelly. “How can you be so certain?”

Olivia didn’t think it was possible for Kelly’s face to grow any paler but the young woman visibly blanched. “I was involved with Mark before me and Jeremy… I didn’t know it was him straight away. He was wearing a balaclava when he came into the bedroom.”

“You never mentioned any of this in your previous statement,” Maz interrupted, drawing a dark look from Olivia.

“I was ashamed. If I told you lot and Jeremy woke up and he found out what happened… He wouldn’t ever look at me the same.”

The sinking feeling in the pit of Olivia’s stomach grew. She hoped Kelly’s story wasn’t headed in the direction she feared.

“But he’s not going to wake up now, is he? So, it doesn’t matter that I’m damaged goods.”

“Kelly—”

“Even though he was wearing a mask, and it was so dark…” She clenched her fists, her breath hitching as she spoke. “He pulled the mask off the lower half of his face when he got on the bed so he could kiss me.” She sucked down a pained breath. “I begged him not to, said he might hurt the baby, and he laughed at that.”

She fell silent for a moment. “I can still hear it, when I’m alone at night I can hear his laughter.” She shuddered. “When he was on top of me, he did this thing he used to do all the time when we were together and we would, you know…”

Olivia touched her hand to Kelly’s. The other woman jolted and glanced down at Olivia’s fingers covering hers. She turned her hand, and for a moment Olivia thought she would withdraw from her touch. Instead, she wrapped her fingers tightly around Olivia’s and squeezed hard.

“When he was holding me down and you know… he told me I was his ‘good girl’. He said it over and over all while I was begging him to stop. And when he—” Kelly’s voice broke, and she tightened her grip on Olivia’s hand. “As he came, he bit me, just like he used to.” Her other hand shook as she raised it to the neckline of her jumper and pulled it down to expose a bruised scar that looked suspiciously like teeth marks in her shoulder.

“Afterwards, he said things would go back to the way they used to be. He said he’d look after me, said Jeremy had helped him out with a big score when he’d cracked the safe. But he was having some issues shifting the larger items.”

“Did he happen to mention what those larger items might be? Did he give you any other details about the job he did with Jeremy?”

Kelly swallowed hard and glanced down at the man in the bed. “I already know what the larger items are. Mark and Jeremy were involved together in a gang years ago. They would boost cars together. They moved on to bigger jobs, knocking over houses and businesses. When Jeremy was picked up after one burglary, they tried to pin it on him, but they couldn’t link him to the scene. They got Mark instead and he did six months inside.”

Kelly sighed and shifted in her chair. “Jeremy got out of the gang after that, cleaned his life up and got a job. We were happy…” Her voice broke then, and Olivia squeezed her hand.

“If Mark is talking about larger items, it means he’s trying to shift some cars. He likes Land Rovers, but he’ll take anything he can get his hands on.”

“You’ve been very helpful, Kelly.” Olivia kept her hand in Kelly’s, allowing the other woman to break down. “We’d like to get you in for a statement and we can get things rolling on your accusation of sexual assault.”

Kelly shook her head and pulled her hand away from Olivia. “No, I can’t. I’ve given you all I can. I took a risk telling you. If he finds out…” She sucked in a breath and her hand went back to her stomach. “The baby is all I have left of Jeremy. If Mark knew I told you, he would take that from me, too. He’s not going to let me go. He’s made that very clear.”

“Kelly, you were subjected to a very serious sexual assault⁠—”

Kelly snorted derisively. “Don’t you think I know that? I was there. But this wasn’t the first time Mark raped me. Why do you think I left him and chose Jeremy? I need you to get him for what he did to Jeremy. It’s the only way…”

“Kelly, we’ll do all we can, but your statement⁠—”

Kelly leaned back in her chair, incredulity moulding her features. “You’re not listening to me at all. I can’t go against him like that. You need to find another way.” She folded her arms over her chest. “I won’t do it. I won’t risk my baby’s life.” Her expression became mutinous.

Olivia raised her hand, a placating gesture. “I hear you. You’ve given us a lot to go on, and while I can’t make any promises, we’ll do our best.”

Kelly’s face crumpled. “You mean there’s nothing you can do. Oh God, he’s going to get away with it, isn’t he?” Her voice became muffled as she buried her head in her hands.

Maz touched Olivia’s shoulder, and she glanced up at him in surprise. He jerked his head towards the door, letting her know without having to open his mouth that they needed to leave.

“Kelly, is there someone we can contact to come and be with you?”

The young woman straightened her shoulders, brushing the tears from her face. “No. Mark will be here soon.”

Olivia froze. “He’s coming here?”

Kelly nodded and took Jeremy’s hand in hers again. “I told you, he won’t let me go. That’s why I need you to get him.”

Olivia sat for a moment, staring at the woman next to her. When Kelly looked at her, there was an emptiness in her eyes. “You need to go. Things are already⁠—”

Olivia got to her feet before Kelly finished. “Of course, I’m sorry. We’ll go.” She made it as far as the door before she stopped and looked back at the couple. Kelly had placed her head back on the sheet next to Jeremy’s hand. Her eyes were closed, but there was a stillness to her that frightened Olivia. She knew what desperation was. There had been plenty of nights after Alfred’s attack where she had contemplated finishing the job he had started. Nights where she had felt she did not deserve to carry on. But she’d had people around her who had seen the darkness reflected in her. People who loved and cared for her. They had pulled her from the void she had slipped into.

After speaking to Kelly, Olivia knew the one who would have pulled her from the void was lying in the bed with a machine keeping his body functioning. But the machine could not restore the person he had been. It could not fix the damage sustained.

“I’m not supposed to say this,” Olivia said. Maz froze next to her. “But I promise I will do everything in my power to bring him to justice.”

Kelly turned her face so that she could focus on Olivia’s face. “That’s all I ask.”

Olivia slipped out into the hall after Maz. His feelings on the matter were painted across his face but Olivia chose to keep quiet and keep walking.


CHAPTER FORTY




“Sir, there’s something I wanted to speak to you about.” Drew paused in the open doorway of the Monk’s office.

The Monk—whose head was buried in a pile of paperwork—beckoned Drew inside. “Make it quick.”

Drew dropped down into the chair across from the desk and leaned forward, propping his elbows on his knees. “I’ve got a favour to ask, sir.”

The Monk paused and glanced up, his shrewd eyes raking over Drew’s face. “What kind of favour?”

Screwing up his face, Drew shrugged. “The usual kind.”

“So, nothing I’m going to like.” Gregson sighed and leaned back in his chair. “All right, spit it out.”

“Now that Popov is in custody and we’re tying up loose ends⁠—”

“If you think running down leads so we can make this case as airtight as possible for CPS is just tying up loose ends, you need your head examined, man.”

Drew grinned. “The case is already airtight, sir. Spending so much time on it is starting to feel like overkill, not to mention the fact that we’re basically just raking over old ground. Ms Meakin is running down the last of his contacts. Unless something new comes out of that, we’re spinning our wheels.”

Gregson grunted but he didn’t disagree, and Drew took that as a sign to continue.

“The team needs something new to sink its teeth into. Something that will help bring us all together after everything that has happened.” He left out the part where Harriet was welcomed back to the team. As much as he wanted it to happen, he was only too aware just how risk averse The Monk truly was. With the precarious silence that had descended after Lila Uxley’s arrest, Drew knew his boss would not fancy kicking the hornet’s nest that was the British media back into high gear by bringing Harriet back on board.

No, if Drew wanted Harriet back, he would need to be strategic about it. He needed a case that only Harriet could help them with; one so important that Gregson would have no choice but to reinstate her. What he needed was a bloody miracle.

“And you happen to know what that something is, eh?” Before Drew could respond, the Monk continued. “Please tell me you’re not going to ask for the ‘murder farm’.”

“Murder farm, sir?” Drew feigned ignorance. He’d heard the nickname assigned to the case in the press.

Gregson eyed Drew. “I may have been born at night, Haskell, but it wasn’t last night. I know you’re angling to get on that case. The answer is no.”

“Sir, they’re drowning over there. You and I both know they don’t have the resources for something of this magnitude. I thought our task force was created for the express purpose of dealing with such complicated, and high-profile murders.”

Gregson pinched the bridge of his nose and let his head rest on the back of his chair. “Ordinarily, I’d agree. And another time, I might be able to swing it. But everything that happened with Dr Quinn has left us in a bit of a bind. You and I both know we’re not exactly popular around here. The other teams all believe we get too much. They feel if they were given the same kind of funding, then they would get the same results.”

Drew snorted. He’d heard the gossip. It was nearly impossible to miss. If he were in their position, he’d probably feel the same way.

“Sir, with all due respect, the people who lost their lives in that house deserve our best. Now, I know DS Scofield will do his best with what he’s been given, but it won’t be enough. Don’t let inter-office bollocks get in the way of bringing the bastard who murdered that family to justice.”

Gregson looked bemused. “Tell me how you really feel, DI Haskell.” There was no denying the razor edge in the DCI’s voice.

Drew knew he’d overstepped. “I’m sorry, sir, that was out of line.”

Gregson waved the apology away. “Go. I won’t make any promises, but I’ll see if DI Brooks is in a sharing mood. If he’s not, then I’m not going to press him.”

Drew was already heading for the door, his step lighter than it had been.

“Do you hear me, Drew? If he’s not interested in our help, I won’t force him.”

“Of course, sir. I understand.” As far as Drew was concerned, the Monk had all but promised he would get them in on the case.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE




Martina scrolled through the online brochure for the residential care home she’d been looking into after her father’s accident. Things could not carry on with Mum as they were, no matter what her father said. As much as she hated the idea of handing her mother’s care over to strangers, it was becoming painfully clear that she soon wouldn’t have a choice.

She’d increased the nursing care for her mother, but the cost was beyond anything she could handle long term. She’d already burned through a large chunk of her own savings and when Dad had asked her to check his savings account, Martina had been dismayed to find it had dwindled to almost nothing. Not that he’d seemed surprised when she’d told him.

If anything, he’d seemed shocked to learn there was anything left at all. And when she’d asked him what had happened to the money, he’d looked at her as though she was ten years old again before patiently explaining that he’d hired some additional home help during the months prior. “Just some people to help keep the house looking nice. Your mother always did like a clean and tidy house. I don’t want her thinking I’m letting her standards slip.”

Martina flipped over to the calculations page for the level of care she’d been told her mother would need, and grimaced. How was she supposed to pay for it? She closed her eyes and sighed.

“It looks like we might have a lead after all,” Ambrose said, next to her. Martina’s eyes sprang open, and she watched him bounce excitedly on his feet, reminding her of a dog begging for table scraps.

Seeing Ambrose’s behaviour brought a smile to Martina’s lips. His movements seemed at odds with his hulking frame.

“The lab has come back with a DNA match in the system.”

Martina immediately perked up. They’d all but given up hope of getting the person responsible. She’d hoped Dr Quinn could work some of her magic and help them out, but that seemed more impossible with each passing day.

“It can’t be Andy Hadfield. I already checked his background, and there was nothing.”

Ambrose grinned at her. “It’s not Andy. They found trace amounts of vomit on the floor. Apparently, somebody tried to clean it up. They used bleach, but they missed a spot.”

“Well, don’t keep me in suspense,” Martina said. “Tell me who our mystery person is.”

“The DNA matched a Jeremy Benson. I’ve got his address here and⁠—”

Something tugged at the back of Martina’s mind. The name was familiar, but she couldn’t quite remember why. “Wait, I know that name.”

“I didn’t see your name in his file, but you might have been part of the team that picked him up a few years back. He was picked up for burglary, but they had to drop the charges when they couldn’t tie any of the stolen property to him.” Ambrose flipped through the file in front of him. “Another bloke took the rap for it when he was caught trying to shift stolen items. A Mark Robinson.”

Martina shook her head. “Nah, that doesn’t ring any bells, but Jeremy does. It’ll come to me, I’m sure. Shall we go and have a little chat with Jeremy? See if he has an answer for why his DNA is at the scene of a triple murder?”

With a smile, Ambrose snatched his coat from his chair. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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The house was cloaked in darkness when Ambrose parked on the street outside. “Doesn’t look like anyone is in,” he said, leaning over the steering wheel so he could peer out through the windscreen.

“I’ll knock.” Martina was already pushing her door open as she spoke. She slipped out into the drizzly rain and, with her head down, jogged up to the front door. She rapped sharply on the wood and waited. Turning to face the street, she scanned the houses nearby. With no answer, she knocked again, a little louder this time.

Moving from the front porch, Martina walked halfway down the path and then turned to stare back at the upper windows. Nothing.

Movement caught her eye, and she looked towards the next door neighbour’s house. The curtains twitched and then dropped back into place. Without waiting, Martina made a beeline for the neighbour’s front door. If she was lucky, she might get to find out when Jeremy was due home.

The front door of the house cracked open before Martina could reach for the knocker. The woman framed in the light that spilled from the hallway reminded Martina of her mother before she was ill. Despite being small, the woman’s rounded frame was sturdy and she held the door open only wide enough to peer out into the rapidly darkening night.

“They’re not in,” she said, her accent betraying her Irish heritage.

“Can you tell me when I can expect them to return?” Martina moved closer and watched the woman flinch back into the hall. It wasn’t until she was within touching distance of the door that Martina realised the safety chain was on.

The stranger gave a half shrug and started to close the door.

“Wait—” Martina fished in her pocket for her warrant card. “I’m DC Martina Nicoll. I’m looking for a Jeremy Benson.”

The woman paused, her expression uncertain. “Let me take a closer look.” She thrust a hand through the gap in the door. Martina handed the card over and waited.

Behind her she heard Ambrose huffing as he climbed from the car and slammed his door. The woman handed the card back and then glanced over Martina’s shoulder to where Ambrose waited. “Is that fella with you?”

With the ghost of a smile, Martina nodded. “That’s DS Ambrose Scofield. It’s imperative we speak with Mr Benson, so if you could⁠—”

The woman’s expression grew sorrowful. “I don’t think poor Jeremy will be speaking to anyone anytime soon.”

“Why not? Has he left, or⁠—”

“You lot really don’t keep each other in the loop much, do ya? Jeremy’s in the hospital.” She slipped the chain from the door and let it swing wide. “Here, come in out of the rain. And tell that horse of a lad to get himself in here, too. I’ll stick the kettle on. Will tea do?”

Before Martina could argue, the woman had shuffled quickly back into the house and disappeared from view. With no option but to follow, Martina glanced over at Ambrose.

“Come on then…” As soon as Ambrose reached her, Martina muttered beneath her breath, “Horse of a lad.”

“What does that mean?”

Martina smiled. “I don’t know, but it suits you, I think.”

He pulled a face and followed her inside.

“Jeremy’s been in hospital for a while now. The High Dependency Unit, I think Kelly said. She stays with him as much as she can. Poor thing is run ragged going back and forth, and her pregnant too.”

“What happened exactly?” Ambrose asked.

Martina shot a sideways glance at Ambrose, who had managed to fold himself into the small Ikea rocking chair next to the couch. He was hunched forward, as though afraid that if he leaned too heavily on the frame, it would collapse beneath him. But it was the sight of his large hands holding the dainty bone China cup that brought Martina the most joy. It was like watching a grown man attend a doll’s tea party.

The woman, who Martina had learned was Mrs Siobhan Hanrahan, set her own cup back on the side table next to her side of the couch. “They said it was a break-in. You know, like all those ones that have been going on around the place.” She sighed. “I’ve been around the block a time or two and I’ve never seen a break-in like this.”

The bells which had started to ring in Martina’s brain earlier were now screaming. She’d heard something about a break-in and assault while she’d been in the hospital with her father, but she wasn’t clear on the details.

“I was the one who called your lot that night. Fat lot of good that did. The fella responsible was long gone by the time the police arrived.” She folded her hands in her lap, her fingers picking at a stray thread in her black trousers. “I was in bed watching an episode of Killer in My Village. I don’t sleep very well since the doctor changed my heart medication. Anyway, it was the episode about that poor woman stabbed in Hertfordshire. Do you know the case?”

Martina shook her head and took a sip of tea.

“You should take a look at it. It might help, you know? So, there I am, sitting in bed watching telly when I hear all this noise from Kelly’s house.”

Colour suffused Siobhan’s cheeks. “Now, I’m no prude but the walls are paper thin around here and I’ve mentioned this to Kelly before. But they’re young and don’t want some old biddy poking her nose in where it doesn’t belong. So, I turned up the volume because it was getting into the meat of the episode.” She trailed off and stared down into her cup. “Maybe if I hadn’t… Well, there’s nothing I can do now to change the past, is there?” Siobhan glanced at Martina and Ambrose before nodding to herself. “As I’m watching, I start hearing odd noises. And then the screaming started.”

The colour slowly drained from Siobhan’s face as she relived that night. “You hear stories, you know. And you see it on the telly but…” She swallowed. “I could hear the poor créatúr screaming for her life, and then it was muffled. There was this knocking, you know. Like a headboard on the wall. And I knew… I just knew. I used to be a nurse, but hearing that, I froze. I can remember my hands shook so much when I was trying to dial 999 that I wasn’t sure I’d manage it.” She took a breath and smoothed her hands down over her trousers as though that alone could help to clear the memories.

“I got out of bed and went round. The front door was wide open, and I found Kelly bleeding and crying on the floor next to Jeremy.” The woman looked down at her hands. “I tried to help him, but there wasn’t much I could do. Kelly was inconsolable… And it was hard to know what blood was hers and what came from Jeremy. I really thought she might lose the baby…”

Ambrose moved first. As she’d spoken, he had set his cup aside and now, he reached across the distance between his chair and hers and took her hand in his. “You did all you could, Siobhan. Not many people would help the way you did.”

She gave a jerky nod. “No, I suppose many wouldn’t. I’m not sure why not. The world feels darker than it used to be. People have seen too much, I suppose. Nothing surprises us anymore.”

Martina said nothing but she agreed, nonetheless. Bad things had always happened, that never changed. What had changed was that people seemed to be getting more desensitised to the world around them. Whether that was caused by a constant bombardment of media, she didn’t know. But something had shifted.

“You didn’t say what you wanted to speak with Jeremy about,” Siobhan said. “Nothing serious, I hope.”

“It’s nothing to worry about.” Ambrose shared his most disarming smile with her. Martina had seen many people melt in the face of his charm, but Siobhan was not one of them.

“Don’t give me that. You lot don’t come knocking on doors at this time of the evening unless it’s something important. Whatever it is, Jeremy won’t be helping you anytime soon. The poor lad…”

“What hospital did you say he’d been taken to?” Martina edged forward in her chair.

“James Cook in Middlesborough. Such a long way for Kelly.” She shook her head, tears shimmering in her eyes.

“We won’t take any more of your time,” Ambrose said, climbing carefully to his feet. “Thanks for the cuppa.”

Siobhan struggled to her feet.

“No need,” Ambrose said. “We can see ourselves out.”

“I’m sure you can, but after everything I’ve just told you, I’d rather see you to the door so I can lock up again after. I always feel better with the chain on, and the deadbolt fastened.”

Colour spread up Ambrose’s neck. “Of course.”

She shuffled after them down the hall, her slippers making a soft shushing noise as they passed over the worn carpet.

Once they’d said their goodbyes and were back on the street headed for the car, Martina finally broke her silence. “Well fuck. There goes our lead.”

Ambrose shrugged. “I won’t be happy until I see him in the bed. Maybe she’s got it wrong. He might not be as bad as she said.”

Martina chewed her lip but said nothing. There had been the ring of truth to Siobhan’s words. Pulling her phone from her pocket, she did a quick Google search. Pausing at the side of the car, she held her phone up so Ambrose could see the news article.

“Well, fuck.” His face twisted in anger as he unlocked the car and slipped in.

Returning her phone to its place, she followed his lead. The break in the case that had earlier seemed so promising was well and truly gone down the toilet. And there was not a damn thing anyone could do about it.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO




Olivia crossed over to Maz’s desk and waited for him to finish typing up his report. As though he could sense her eagerness, he slowed his pace to a crawl.

Finally, unable to wait a moment longer, she planted her hands on the desk, covering the pages of notes he was referring to. “We should tell Haskell everything we learned at the hospital.”

Maz swung around in his chair. “We don’t have a whole lot. We’ve got the word of someone who isn’t willing to make a statement and a bloke in a coma.”

“It’s still something to go on,” Olivia said.

“What’s something to go on?” DI Haskell passed through the space, his coat over his arm and a coffee cup in his hand.

“We went to the hospital and⁠—”

The DI shook his head, cutting Olivia off. “Save it for the meeting.”

“Meeting?” Maz straightened in his chair.

“I’m calling a morning briefing. I want everyone in the conference room in five minutes. I just need to swing by the DCI’s office first.” He carried on without breaking his pace, reaching his office in just a few quick strides.

Olivia returned her attention to Maz, but he was too busy watching the DI to notice.

“You know, I get it,” Olivia said softly.

“Get what?” Maz could not have sounded less interested in what she was saying. He would never forgive her for what had happened. And while she couldn’t exactly blame him, she was also tired of apologising. There was nothing else she could do or say to change the past.

“Forget it,” Olivia moved away, leaving Maz to his own thoughts.
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True to his word, five minutes later, DI Haskell sat on the edge of the desk at the front of the largest room on their floor. They called it the Conference Room, but it was more like a dumping ground for broken chairs, extra desks, and a few unused whiteboards that had been procured when the task force had originally been set up.

Olivia sat near the back and watched as Maz and Jodie entered the room, their heads close together as they whispered conspiratorially to one another.

“This seat taken?” DC Green dropped into the chair next to Olivia, dragging her from her silent contemplation with a jolt.

“Does it look taken?” There was an edge to her words that she had not intended.

“Ouch, who pissed in your cornflakes?” Tim grinned at her, but upon seeing her expression, his smile wilted at the edges. “Look, I’ll move if you want.” He started to stand, a hurt look in his eyes.

“Don’t be stupid. Sit.” She grabbed his arm and forced him back into the chair. “It’s not about you.” Her gaze flickered back to Maz just as he threw his head back and laughed at something Jodie said.

“DS Arya still giving you the cold shoulder?”

“How did you know?”

“He’s not exactly subtle about it,” Tim said, leaning back into his chair and stretching his long, lean legs in front of him. “He’s just pissed because the DCI held him responsible and put a black mark on his perfect little record.”

Olivia eyed Tim. “That’s a bit harsh.”

“I don’t think so.” Tim glanced over at Maz. “Would the DI behave like that if Gregson pulled him up?” Without waiting for an answer, Tim continued, “No, he’d take it on the chin. The DI knows how to carry responsibility, the DS hasn’t got a clue.” Tim edged closer and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Haven’t you ever wondered why he hasn’t moved up in the ranks despite getting the rank of sergeant before the DI did?”

Olivia had never thought of it like that, but now that Tim had put the idea in her mind, she couldn’t ignore it. He was right. A DS was supposed to show leadership skills, something Maz never did. If he wasn’t told directly to do something by either the DCI or the DI, then he was happy to stay comfortable. How many times had Olivia been forced to coax him into following a lead with her? And while she was impulsive, a failing she was working on, he did not seem interested in smoothing out any of his issues.

DI Haskell cleared his throat, dragging everyone’s attention to the front of the room. “Right, I want you all to hear it here first. As soon as I get the go ahead from the DCI, we’ll be lending a hand on the triple murder that happened at the farmhouse in Saltergate Bank.”

A frisson of excitement ran through the room and Olivia straightened up.

“We won’t be taking the lead,” the DI said. “This will still be⁠—”

DCI Gregson chose that moment to enter the room. “Haskell, we need to talk.”

“I was just getting the team up to speed on the case, sir.”

Gregson’s expression was thunderous. “You need to wrap this up.”

As though he could read exactly what thoughts lay behind the DCI’s expression, DI Haskell gave a curt nod. His face was unreadable as he turned back to the room. “What progress are you making on the Caz Popov follow-up?”

“I’ve been through his contacts, and while many of them have some form, I can’t find any connection between them and anything we have,” Jodie piped up.

Drew let his chin drop towards his chest as he leaned back against the desk. “So, we have nothing is what you’re telling me. Are you sure there’s nothing in his financials? Nothing we can use to show this is just a ruse to get us off the backs of the county lines gang Melissa was onto?”

Jodie shook her head. “There’s nothing to see. I’ve searched everywhere. If he took money to make that confession, it never entered his accounts.”

“Drew, we need to talk,” Gregson said.

Scrubbing his hand over his mouth, DI Haskell nodded. “Fine, dismissed⁠—”

“Sir, wait!” Olivia was already on her feet before he’d finished speaking.

The DI glanced in her direction before he shot a look at the DCI. “Fine, go on.”

“As you know, I went to the hospital yesterday with DS Arya to speak with Kelly Walker about the break-in that happened.”

“Make it fast, DC Crandell.” There was a warning implicit in the DI’s voice.

“It’s not looking good for Jeremy Benson. According to his partner, the doctors are not confident that he will wake up. She alleges she was sexually assaulted during the attack--”

Confusion crossed DI Haskell’s face. “I read through that file yesterday and her original statement does not mention a sexual assault.”

Olivia swallowed hard. Maz caught her eye and shook his head.

“She claims she didn’t bring up the assault earlier because she was afraid of what her partner would think if he found out. But now that she’s convinced he won’t wake-up…” Olivia trailed off.

“Fine. Take her statement and⁠—”

“Sir, she doesn’t want to make a statement.”

DI Haskell had already started to move towards the back of the room, but he halted as her words sank in. “What?”

“She has reason to believe the man responsible for their attack will hurt her and her unborn child if she tries to accuse him.”

“Did she give you a name?”

Olivia nodded and glanced down at her notes. “Mark Robinson. I’ve looked into⁠—”

“Wait, did you say Mark Robinson?” Jodie cut her off.

“Yeah. Apparently, he and Jeremy were involved in some criminal activity when they were younger. Jeremy got out but Mark did a stint in prison, and when he came out, he climbed the rungs in the gang.”

“What is it, Ms Meakin?” DI Haskell moved back to the top of the room, ignoring the sharp look from the DCI.

“There’s a Mark Robinson in Caz Popov’s contacts. I don’t know if they’re one and the same⁠—”

“But it needs checking out,” DI Haskell said. “Let me know what you find.”

“Good work, DC Crandell. Keep trying with the victim. Let’s see if she can’t give you something more to go on.” DI Haskell hurried to the end of the room and disappeared out through the door before Olivia could utter another word.

“Good work!” Tim patted her on the shoulder, but Olivia ignored him.

Kelly had seemed adamant that she would not be willing to bring charges against Mark Robinson. And for Olivia, the idea of trying to force her into doing something she was so obviously terrified of doing did not sit well. Then again, she couldn’t ignore DI Haskell’s order.

“Shit.”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE




“DI Brooks is not interested in our help,” Gregson said.

Drew stared at the DCI, waiting for him to continue, but when he said nothing else, Drew felt compelled to prompt him. “And…”

“And, what? That’s it. DI Brooks does not want our assistance. He made it perfectly clear that he’d rather chew through his own leg than have us work on his case.”

“Right, so who do we speak to now?”

DCI Gregson stared at him like he’d completely lost his mind. “Nobody. We don’t speak to anyone else, DI Haskell. He doesn’t want our help. That’s it.”

“Sir, I don’t think I understand. You don’t normally back down from a challenge.”

“This isn’t about backing down from a challenge, Haskell. This is playing nice with the other teams we work with. I can’t just steamroll my way onto a case because you asked me to. We get invited, or it overlaps with something larger we’re working on. You know how these things work.”

Drew ran his hand down his face. “With all due respect, sir.”

“Don’t give me that shit. Whenever you start a sentence with that, you mean, ‘with no respect’. Accept it, there’s nothing I can do.”

“This is too big for them, sir. Have you seen the papers recently? They’re getting absolutely dragged through the mud because they have yet to come up with anything concrete. And it doesn’t help that other farmers in the area are demanding answers. People are afraid.”

Gregson dropped into his chair. “Don’t you think I know that? But these things are delicate, Drew. After the shit show with Harriet, I have to tread carefully. There are already grumblings of wanting the team dismantled because it’s such a huge drain on resources. We need the support of the other teams, not their ire.”

Drew spun away. “That’s crap. Everyone knows that what happened with Harriet, it wasn’t her fault. This is just jealousy.”

Gregson sighed. “You’re probably right, but that doesn’t change the fact that if we try and force our way in where we’re not wanted, it’ll come back to bite us on the arse.”

Drew flexed his hands, curling and uncurling his fingers.

“Tell me you understand, Drew…”

Drew stared out into the office, ignoring the man behind him.

“Detective Inspector, tell me you understand what I’m saying to you.”

“Aye, I hear you.”

“I doubt that very much.”

Drew turned back to face him. “What am I supposed to do, then?” He spread his hands wide. “It’s not fair.”

“The world isn’t fair. But we do our best with what we’re given.”

“Still doesn’t make it right.” Seeing the look on Gregson’s face, Drew nodded. “I understand, sir. I’ll back off.”

Without waiting, he pulled open the office door and left. DS Arya caught his eye as he crossed the floor, but Drew ignored him and made a beeline for the back stairs.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR




Olivia paused in the hospital hallway. Kelly had been surprised when she had called but had agreed to meet. And now that she was here, Olivia could feel the knot which had formed in the pit of her stomach tightening. The idea of going in there to force Kelly to make a statement against the man she was so afraid of didn’t sit right with her. But what choice did she have? Jodie had cross referenced the name Mark Robinson, and they were certain it was the same man. If he was capable of such a brutal attack, then it only stood to reason that he was worth looking into in connection with the attack on DI Appleton.

The more Olivia thought about it, the worse she felt. Her head was starting to throb and as she turned her head, a tell-tale sparkle at the edge of her vision told her that an aura migraine was on the way.

Swearing under her breath, she moved away from the doors to the High Dependency Unit and hurried to a set of seats in the corridor. Quickly fishing through her bag, she grabbed a packet of Migraleve tablets and popped two of them into the palm of her hand. With her free hand, she grabbed her water bottle but was disappointed to discover it was already empty.

Scanning the corridor, she spotted a vending machine at the opposite end, next to a set of heavy double doors.

A couple of minutes later, can of Diet Coke in hand, she sat down on the chairs and blew out a breath. She didn’t have a choice. No matter what her gut told her, Kelly needed to make a statement. The forensics report from Kelly and Jeremy’s house gave them absolutely nothing to go on. If Mark had been in the house, they had not found any trace of him.

Not that it would stop them from trying to place him at the scene. Once he was in custody, Jodie would do a thorough dive on the location of his phone on the night in question. But Olivia had the sinking feeling that someone like Mark Robinson would not be caught so easily.

Leaning back in the plastic chairs, she let her head rest on the wall behind her. She closed her eyes, doing her best to ignore the waves of light that were slowly beginning to pulse on the inside of her eyelids.

Booming laughter echoed down the hall, bouncing off the walls and reverberating through the space. It made Olivia cringe. She’d heard that laugh before. Straightening up, she glanced down the hall and watched as DS Ambrose Scofield and DC Martina Nicoll came striding through the double doors.

DC Nicoll spotted her first, and paused. She nudged her colleague in the side and jerked her head in Olivia’s direction. Olivia watched them approach, curiosity momentarily helping to chase the worst of her migraine away.

“She pulled it off, I see.” DC Nicoll spoke first. A warm smile brightened her face, making her look young, almost vulnerable.

“Good to see you again,” Olivia said, getting to her feet. “Who are we referring to?”

Confusion swept the smile from Martina’s face. “Dr Quinn…” She shot a calculating glance at her colleague.

“Please tell me you didn’t,” DS Scofield grumbled.

“We need the help, Ambrose. Even you have to admit that.”

Olivia watched the two of them bicker back and forth, reminding her of how it used to be between her and Maz.

“Dr Quinn hasn’t spoken with me.” Olivia saw a break in their conversation and took it. “However, our DCI made it very clear this morning that we were not to get involved in your case. Your DI was not best pleased to be asked.”

“Brooks will have my arse in a sling for this,” Ambrose muttered.

Martina’s shrewd gaze flipped back to Olivia. “Then what are you doing here?”

“I’m following up with a victim regarding a serious assault. She agreed to speak with me. The DI wants me to persuade her to make a statement.”

“You wouldn’t by any chance be here to see Kelly Walker and Jeremy Benson?” DC Nicoll asked, raising a brow at Olivia.

“You know about the case?”

Martina glanced from Ambrose to Olivia, a wide smile curving her lips. “I think I might know a way we can persuade DI Brooks to agree to DI Haskell’s team helping us out.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE




Harriet slipped the fluffy jumper on over her head just as the doorbell rang. Struggling to get it all the way on, she hurried out the hall to the door. She was beginning to release the fear she had felt around answering the door, but as she unlocked the bolt, a prickle of fear traced a finger up her spine.

The door swung open, revealing Drew standing on the doorstep. He held a bottle of wine in one hand and a plastic bag in the other.

“I thought I’d try and make up for the way I behaved the last time I was here…” He trailed off and smiled sheepishly at her. “If you’ve got plans, I can⁠—”

“Don’t be silly. Come in.” She stood aside, holding the door wide.

“If David is here, I brought enough for everyone.” Drew squeezed past her, bringing with him the scent of rain and leather.

“David isn’t here,” Harriet said, letting her gaze drop.

Drew paused, as though waiting for her to elaborate but she chose not to. When she said nothing, Drew shrugged and carried on into the kitchen.

“I can’t say I’m sad about it,” he said. “I’m bloody starving, and you know how I hate to share.”

Harriet paused in the doorway and watched as Drew moved easily about in the space. He went to the cupboards and took out the plates before grabbing two glasses and setting them on the kitchen island.

“Drew, it’s not that I’m not glad to see you, but…”

He stopped, leaning heavily on the kitchen counter. There was something in his eyes, something she wasn’t used to seeing. Harriet tried to remember the last time she had seen such a haunted look in his gaze. The first time they had worked together, she had seen a glimmer of it, but she hadn’t asked him about it. They hadn’t known each other well enough for her to go poking her nose in. But now…

“You’re wondering what I’m doing here.”

Harriet nodded. “Yeah, I am.”

“We’re friends, aren’t we?”

“Of course.”

“So, can’t friends do things like this?”

“Drew…”

“Melissa and I broke up.”

For a moment, Harriet stared at him. The words refused to penetrate her brain.

“I don’t understand. You were happy…”

Drew sighed. “That’s not true. Melissa and I, we have a complicated history. But one thing I’m sure about, we’re much better suited to being friends.”

“I’m sorry.”

Drew stared down at the countertop, the seconds slowly ticking by. “Honestly, I’m glad it’s over. We weren’t good for each other.”

“I’m still sorry,” Harriet said, slowly crossing into the space. “But if that’s how you really feel about it, then I’m relieved for you.”

“It is. I can’t keep burying my head in the sand. Melissa was never the one for me…”

Drew raised his face and met her gaze head on. Harriet could feel his unspoken words. They pressed against her skin, and for a moment, she found herself wishing he would say what was on his mind. Instead, he grabbed the bottle opener and set about opening the wine with a sense of urgency.

“A toast,” Drew said gruffly as he fought with the bottle. Finally, he pulled the cork free and poured two large measures of wine. He passed a glass to her and raised his. “To getting back on track.”

Harriet let her glass touch his before taking a sip.

Drew didn’t waste any time serving the food. He chatted amicably, but Harriet couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something he wasn’t telling her.

When they were settled in the living room, Harriet shifted on the cushion she’d placed on the floor and watched Drew on the other side of the coffee table. Unable to wait any longer, she decided to finally acknowledge the elephant in the room. “Why are you here?”

Drew shot a surprised look at her. “What do you mean? I told you, I’m here⁠—”

Harriet shook her head and set her fork down on the side of her plate. “You forget, I know you, Drew Haskell. There’s something you’re not saying.”

He jabbed his fork into a piece of chicken before cramming it into his mouth. Harriet waited impatiently as he chewed and swallowed. He shot a sideways look at her and grimaced before taking a big gulp of wine. “Fine. There is something.”

“I knew it!”

“Look, I wanted to come because I really do miss…” He waved his hands in the air helplessly. “I miss what we have. I miss…” He cut himself off before he finished. “I wanted to come. But there’s something I need your help with.”

Harriet sat back against the couch. “Drew, I can’t help. After everything that happened⁠—”

He waved her concerns away. “As much as I want to, I can’t ask you to come back officially… That’s not my call to make. If it was, you would never have been shut out.”

A small smile curled the corners of Harriet’s mouth. “Then it’s probably wise that you’re not the one making those kinds of decisions.” She sighed and smoothed down the front of her trousers. “Even if you were, I wouldn’t come back.” It pained her to say it.

“What? Why?”

“Because I’ve seen how vulnerable I make you and the team. I leave you open to the mercy of unscrupulous people who would seek to destroy everything good that you do.”

“Don’t be daft. We’re not vulnerable because of you, Harriet. You make us stronger. You make us better.”

“Thanks, but what I bring to the table is not enough. I’ve had a lot of time to think about this, Drew. You won’t change my mind about it.”

Drew shoved his hand back through his hair, causing it to stand on end. “You can’t let those bastards win. You bailing is exactly what they want. They want you afraid… He wants you afraid and isolated and I’m sorry, but I won’t let that happen.”

She knew exactly who he was referring to. And while she hadn’t heard from Dr Jonathan Connors since she’d returned from Ireland, she couldn’t disagree with Drew’s assessment of the situation.

“I…”

“Harriet,” Drew leaned across the table and grabbed her hand in his. “Promise you won’t cut yourself off from me…” He let his gaze drop to his hand on hers and slowly pulled away. “…From the team. You’re one of us, whether you like it or not.”

Her hand tingled where he had touched her and for a moment, Harriet’s mouth refused to obey the commands from her brain. A beat later, she found her voice. “If it means that much to you, then I promise.”

Drew nodded, a look of relief crossing his face. “Good. We can’t let that prick win. I won’t stop looking for a way to prove his connection to Lila Uxley and their plan to destroy your reputation.”

“Jonathan is smart. He’ll have some excuse ready so you can’t pin anything on him. Not to mention, nobody will care. It’s far more salacious to believe a psychologist working for the police is some kind of predator. Nobody wants to hear about a petty man hellbent on revenge because he was rejected.”

Disgust washed over Drew’s features as he took another mouthful of wine. “Blokes like that⁠—”

Harriet cut him off. “Let’s not ruin our evening by talking about someone like Connors. I’d much rather forget about him if I could.”

“Sure, I understand.” He sighed and picked up his fork, resuming his meal. She watched him for a few moments as he stabbed at the vegetables and chicken on his plate. Clearly, he was still thinking about Jonathan Connors, so Harriet did the only thing she could.

“What do you need my help with?”

Drew’s head snapped up. “You said…”

“I know, but what kind of friend would I be if I turned you away when you needed me?”

Drew didn’t waste a moment and climbed to his feet. “Give me a second.” He was gone before Harriet could utter a word.

She sat and waited as Drew disappeared into the kitchen and Harriet expected him to reappear any moment. Instead, her patience was rewarded with the sound of the front door slamming shut.

Confused, she stood and crossed to the bay window. Cracking the blinds, she peered out onto the street and caught sight of Drew crossing the road to his car. He remained a shadow as he clambered into the back seat. The seconds ticked by and Harriet watched in amazement as he got back out of the car, a large box in his arms. Setting her wine glass down on the coffee table, she hurried from the living room and into the hall.

Tugging the door open, she stood aside while Drew carried the box past her and into the living room.

“What’s going on?” She closed and locked the door before following him inside.

“I went to Gregson and asked him permission to get in on the triple murder at Saltergate Bank.”

“And he let you? Just like that?” Harriet didn’t bother trying to hide her surprise. When she had spoken to Martina about the case, it had seemed like a long shot. And while she had faith in Drew, Harriet knew just how unbreakable the red tape of protocol could be.

“Not exactly. We managed to connect the case to another we were looking into and through that we found a connection to Caz Popov.”

“The man who admitted to trying to murder DI Appleton?”

Drew nodded. “You should have seen the look on the Monk’s face when I told him we had a connection. But he was only too happy to take it to DI Brooks. What I wouldn’t give to have been a fly on the wall when that conversation happened.” Drew’s grin pulled a smile from Harriet. It was good to see him so animated.

“So, what’s all this?” She gestured to the box he held in his arms.

“I was hoping you would have a look through some of the reports I managed to get from Ambrose’s team. I told him I was going to ask you, and he was fine about it.”

Harriet folded her arms over her chest and approached the box slowly as though it contained a poisonous snake and not just a pile of paper. “I don’t know, Drew. This could be a very bad idea.”

He dumped the box onto the couch and pulled off the lid. “I’ve been through the information and to be honest we don’t have much. Ambrose and Martina have suspicions but no evidence. We need somebody with an outside perspective to look it over and give us an idea of the direction we should be moving in.”

Picking up the first file, Harriet sat down next to the box before she started to flip through the pages. “You’ve clearly kept quite a bit from the media,” she said, grimacing as she read through the report.

“We had to. It would comprise the case if they knew all the details.”

Harriet made a non-committal noise, only half-listening to him as the details of the case began to pull her in.
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Hours later, Harriet sat back on the couch and sipped at her wine. “It’s a mess.”

Drew propped his body up on his elbow as he lounged on the floor. “There’s just too many possibilities.”

“There is, however, there’s something off about the entire situation. The murders feel deeply personal but the burglary that has all the hallmarks of the other burglaries plaguing the area. They feel like two completely different scenarios.”

“Exactly. But the forensics can’t be ignored.”

“No, it can’t…” Harriet glanced down at the notes she had scribbled hastily. “And this Jeremy Benson, does he have a history of violence?”

“Petty thefts, back when he was a teen,” Drew said. “A cash machine was ripped out of the wall at a Co-Op and there was a suspicion that Benson was involved. But he had an alibi, and they couldn’t link him to the crime. Somebody else went down for it instead. By all accounts, Benson got out after that narrow escape and kept his nose clean. Until his DNA was found at the farmhouse.”

“It makes no sense,” Harriet said softly.

“I was going to head over to the farmhouse in the morning if you felt like joining?”

Feeling torn, Harriet hesitated. She wanted nothing more than to go with Drew. The desire to belong was overwhelming, but if the wrong people found out…

“Going through the information with you here, is one thing,” she said.

“But you’re worried what will happen if someone finds out.” Drew sighed.

“I am, Drew. If this goes wrong, it could cost you everything.”

“The place is closed off and nobody is going to be there, so if you’re worried about being seen, you won’t be. And honestly, it’s a risk I’m willing to take. We need you on this.” He sat up straight. “Come with me tomorrow, get a feel for the place. I know you like to walk through the crime scenes if you can.”

Harriet glanced down at the crime scene photographs. “It would help. But, Drew, I told you, I can’t come back.”

“I know what you said, but you can’t tell me that looking through this file hasn’t felt right.”

Harriet opened her mouth, a lie hovering on the tip of her tongue. It would be easier to tell him that doing this didn’t give her a thrill. It would be easy to deny that for the first time in weeks she felt like she was right where she was supposed to be, doing exactly what she was meant to do. But Drew would see through it, and their relationship was not one built on lies.

“Drew, you know⁠—”

“I’ll make you a deal,” Drew said. “Come with me tomorrow. And if walking through the scene helps you to come up with a theory, then I’ll go to Gregson and talk to him about getting you officially reinstated. But if we get there and you still don’t want to be involved, we can both walk away. No harm, no foul.”

“Fine,” she said.

Drew’s grin was infectious as he reached across the table and held his hand out. “Shake on it.”

Harriet took his hand in her own and felt his fingers tighten around hers. They shook on it. She would not lie to him. She couldn’t. However, she knew she was not being honest with herself. She stared down at the place where his hand was wrapped around her own. Just how long could she keep lying to herself?

She slipped her hand from his.

“I should go.” Drew stood and swayed unsteadily on his feet.

“Absolutely not,” she said. “Your room is still available.”

Drew shot her a sideways look. “My room, eh?”

Heat crept into her cheeks. “I don’t have many guests stay over. In fact, you are the only one… And, well, it still feels like your room.”

An emotion she couldn’t read passed over Drew’s face. “What happened between you and David?”

The question took her by surprise. And for a moment, Harriet found herself unsure of what to say.

“Nothing,” she said. “When the stories in the media continued to spiral, he cut contact. I suppose he thought I wasn’t worth the risk.”

Drew stared at her, shock written on his face. “You haven’t spoken to him?”

“Not since that night you were here, no. I reached out a few times when I was in Ireland, but…” Harriet shrugged and then let her hands fall back to her sides. “I thought when you and he went completely radio silent on me, that…” She cut herself off, swallowing around the lump in her throat. David cutting her off had hurt, she couldn’t deny it. But not hearing from Drew had been so much worse.

And when she’d received the call from Olivia to tell her about Lila Uxley and she’d realised Drew had been working to clear her name… She wasn’t able to put into words how it had made her feel.

“I didn’t cut you off,” Drew said gruffly. “You really haven’t heard from him?”

She shook her head. “Nothing.”

“Bastard.”

“It doesn’t matter anymore. It’s in the past.”

“Harriet, I—” He took an unsteady step towards her.

“We should get some sleep.” She cut him off. She couldn’t be sure, but for a brief moment, she had been certain she had seen pity in his eyes, and that was not something she needed. It was over. Not that it had even really begun, and that was fine. But she did not need to hear Drew apologise and she did not want his pity. She had not pitied him when he’d told her it was over between him and Melissa.

Drew sobered instantly. “Of course, you’re right. I’ll see you in the morning.” He made it to the door, then stopped. Tension sang in Harriet’s muscles as he gripped the door frame, and she half expected him to say something else. He glanced back at her. “I’m really glad we did this, Harriet.” He swallowed hard. “I missed this.”

And then he was gone. She listened to his heavy tread on the stairs as he climbed them slowly. She held herself until the door to his room clicked shut. Dropping down onto the couch, she felt the tension slowly fade, leaving her feeling raw and exposed. Her mind ran over their conversation on a loop and so Harriet did the only thing that she knew would help. Grabbing the files, she settled back onto the couch and began to make notes.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX




Harriet remained silent in the front passenger seat as Drew parked the car in front of the farmhouse. The property was remote, the frontage overlooking moorland that stretched for miles. Not that she could see much of the moorland. The space was wreathed in a thick mist that made visibility poor. The fog was so thick, it muffled the sounds of cars as they passed on the road behind them.

Harriet couldn’t imagine feeling comfortable living in a place that was so isolated. Then again, perhaps that was just her brain making connections because it knew the intimate details of the crime that had been committed here.

Climbing from the car, she stood on the drive and stared up at the stone house. She already knew from the reports which room had belonged to Willow. Just thinking about the young teenage girl brought a lump to her throat.

It wasn’t fair. Willow should still be alive and looking forward to school, and boys, and a life that was her own. Instead, she had been brutally slaughtered.

“Do you want to go in?” Drew said, breaking Harriet’s train of thought.

“I thought I would have a walk around out here first, get a feel for the place. You go ahead.”

Eyeing her speculatively, Drew rounded the car. “What are you thinking?”

Harriet ducked her head and concentrated on slipping her gloves on to keep out the worst of the biting cold. “We’ve only just got here.”

“Yeah, but I know you spent all night going over the files.”

She glanced up at him, schooling her features so as not to betray her surprise. “How could you...?”

“I got up early,” Drew said. “When I came downstairs, I found you asleep on the couch with the files spread out around you.”

“I wondered where the blanket had come from,” she said, striking off in the direction of the side of the house. Drew followed and fell into step next to her. “The report said the patio doors were open when the first officer got here. But the report also mentions a window that was tampered with. The theory is that they got in through the window and left through the patio doors.”

She nodded but kept her thoughts to herself. Once they reached the back of the house, she studied the patio doors. “Which window was it?”

Drew pulled his notes out and flipped through the pages before he pointed to a section further along the back of the house. “It’s over there.” He moved away and Harriet followed, carefully keeping to the stone path that ran along the back of the house. Drew clambered through the flowerbed that sat below a small window.

“It’s this one,” he said, addressing his notes. “It opens into the utility room.”

“I’d like to go inside now,” Harriet said.

Without a word, Drew led her to the door and unlocked it. As Harriet followed him inside, she noted the way her breath formed little clouds in front of her face every time she exhaled. Black smudges covered the window and the window frames, and she did her best to ignore them.

She didn’t wait for Drew, allowing her recollections from the reports to guide her way. She found herself in a large country kitchen. This room was somewhat untouched by the brutality that had taken place inside the house. In her mind, Harriet tried to imagine the family gathering together at the table for meals.

Everything she had read about the Hadfields suggested they were the type to come together for food. According to everyone who knew them, they were a close-knit unit. But the kitchen was cold and uninviting, the decor devoid of all personality. It was nothing like Harriet had imagined it to be.

A large black American fridge freezer sat against the back wall, its doors gleaming in the overhead lights. Harriet had expected to see some indications of family life but there was nothing, not even a magnet—a souvenir left over from a family holiday. It reminded her of the kitchen from her own childhood, before her mother’s breakdown had driven them into the sea. There’s had been a house, one with four walls, doors and windows, but it had never been a home. Was this the same?

She left the kitchen and entered the hall. The forensic team had left the metal stepping plates on the tile floor and Harriet moved onto the nearest one to avoid the rusty streak that snaked across the floor.

She turned slowly, scanning the walls for the spot where… Drew pointed it out before she could find it on her own.

“According to the forensic report, the blood spatter indicates Andrew Hadfield received the first blow to his head here.”

Harriet’s eyes tracked the marks on the wall to the place where a smeared handprint stained the beige paint.

“The first blow was enough to drive him to his knees. He tried to get up but blood cast-off suggests he received another blow to the back of his skull before he could rise. He crawled a few feet before collapsing at the bottom of the stairs.”

Harriet noted the rusty smears on the bottom baluster along with what looked to her like another handprint.

“He was then dragged across the tiles and down the hall to the bathroom⁠—”

As Drew spoke, Harriet moved down the hall, following the stepping plates until she reached the small toilet at the end of the hall.

“By all accounts, the first two blows to Andrew Hadfield’s skull would have been enough to cause significant damage,” she said quietly.

Drew stood behind her, his expression grim as he surveyed the scene over her shoulder. “The forensic pathologist believes it would have eventually proved fatal.”

“So why the overkill?” Harriet indicated the room in front of her. The cistern lid was missing, no doubt removed by the SOCOs during their gathering of evidence. It had shattered during the continued attack on Andrew Hadfield. The individual had dragged his body to the toilet before they had removed the cistern lid and used it to obliterate his facial features.

“Andrew Hadfield was a big bloke. The blows sustained during the initial attack might have proved fatal but death wouldn’t have been immediate. Maybe he started to come around and— Christ…” The rustle of papers told Harriet that Drew was reading the post-mortem report. “They found some cranial bone lodged in his nasal passageways and some broken pieces of his teeth in his stomach,” Drew said. “The poor bastard swallowed and inhaled bits of his own face.”

“It just doesn’t make sense,” Harriet said. “Why use such force if you just plan to steal farm machinery?” She had hoped that by coming to the house, she would get a better insight into the people who had lived here and, by extension, perhaps it would help to answer some of the questions raised by the reports. Rather than answer any of her questions, she was quickly discovering that being here only added to the mystery.

“We should go upstairs…” This was the part she was dreading the most. The reports, despite their detail, had not fully prepared her for seeing the place where Andrew Hadfield had died. And while his had been a terrible and violent death, the murders of Willow and her mother, Anna, were grislier than Harriet’s worst nightmares.

They climbed the stairs together in silence. The hall was cold. Signs of the forensic team’s work lay everywhere.

“It’s down here,” Drew said, pointing to a door at the end of the corridor.

Swallowing her discomfort, Harriet followed close behind him. Even Drew, as tough as he liked to pretend he was, paused outside the door and took a deep, steadying breath before crossing the threshold.

The bed was stripped down to the frame, but Harriet had seen the pictures of the scene and her mind instantly conjured images of the place at the time when Anna had died. There was a space on the floor where the forensic team had cut large sections of the carpet. The en-suite bathroom door caught her eye, and Harriet moved towards it, an invisible string pulling her forward.

She wasn’t sure what she had expected to see, but she wasn’t prepared for the stripped back room that awaited her. The bath, toilet, and sink remained in-situ, but all the trimmings had been stripped away. The bath panels had been removed, and pieces of the pipework were missing. Somehow, seeing the space so exposed made everything worse. This had been a place where a family had once shared a life and now the house had been reduced to its bare bones.

“The SOCOs decided to take almost everything with them.” Drew stood just inside the bedroom, his arms folded defensively across his chest.

Harriet stared at the empty bath. There was a faint line, no doubt a water line from when… She cut off her own train of thought.

“I brought the file with me,” Drew said. “I thought it might help to see how everything was laid out.”

Harriet shook her head and turned away. She did not need to see the photographs from the crime scene again. They were tattooed into her brain, a permanent fixture that she knew she would never be free of.

“He wanted Anna to watch,” Harriet said quietly.

“Sorry, what?”

Harriet pointed to the place on the floor where sections of the carpet had been removed. “The attack on Willow started there. Maybe she heard a noise in her parents’ room and…” Harriet trailed off and glanced back at the door. “No, she probably heard something elsewhere in the house and came to her parents for help.”

“How can you be so sure?” There was no judgement in Drew’s voice, only mild curiosity.

“If the attacker was in the room, there would be more of an indication of a struggle in the hall. The reports don’t mention any evidence to support that theory. So, we can assume she made it into the room before she was caught.”

“I thought the same,” he said. “They found Willow’s water bottle discarded on the stairs and one of her slippers in the hall. So, the working theory is that she was running from someone.”

Harriet swallowed and wished she had something to rid her mouth of the bitter taste that coated her tongue. “The attack on Willow starts here and according to the SOCO’s report, they found Willow’s blood, saliva, and other bodily fluids on the bed covers.” She closed her eyes and instantly regretted the action. Now that she was here, it was all too easy for her brain to replay the events as she believed they had unfolded on the fateful night. Willow’s terror would have been palpable. Despite working in this field for as long as she had, it still surprised Harriet to discover how cruel one human being could be to another.

“He wanted Anna to watch. Up close and personal. Everything that was being done to her daughter… That level of sadism is not common.” Harriet did a slow turn in the room. “It feels personal.”

“You think it was someone who knew the family?” Drew asked the question Harriet had been asking herself since she had started looking through the file the night before.

There was no way to be one hundred percent certain about anything. Forensic psychology was a science, but it wasn’t always an exact one.

“It’s one angle we shouldn’t ignore. The way the murders were committed feels entirely different to the burglary. The torture, sexual assault, and murder of both Anna and Willow is very cohesive and heavily planned; one person who took their time to inflict as much suffering on each of them as they could. By comparison, we know there was more than one person here for the burglary because it would have taken more than one person to steal the farm machinery and the quad bikes.”

“But what if you had the outside crew and then the people in here⁠—”

“A thief wants to get in and out quickly, agreed?” Drew nodded, giving Harriet the opportunity to continue. “Spending too much time in the one place increases their chances of being caught.”

She closed her eyes, and the crime scene photographs flashed through her mind unbidden. “The sheer level of torture and harm inflicted here would have taken time, Drew. Whoever did this knew they would not be disturbed. They knew the movements of the family. They knew they planned to go away and so they struck at a time when they were sure the family would not be missed for a significant period of time.”

She balled her hands, digging her fingers into her palms. “They took their time. And then when they were done, they took the time to clean up.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because despite the sexual assaults and the time spent with both Anna and Willow, no DNA was found on their bodies. He took the time to cut both Willow and Anna’s fingernails and then used bleach to wash their bodies.”

“What kind of lunatic does all that?” Drew jammed his hands into the pockets of his coat.

“Someone who is forensically aware enough to know that during an attack, DNA very often can be retrieved from beneath the fingernails.”

“And the rest?” Drew raised a speculative eyebrow at her.

“He took as much pleasure in inflicting pain during the clean-up as he did while he tortured them.” Harriet headed for the door. She needed to get out of the room and escape the images playing in her mind.

She made it down the hall and paused in front of another door. Pushing it open, she stepped inside and knew instantly it was Willow’s room. The space was in a state of disarray, but Harriet could not tell if that had been caused by the SOCOs or if Willow kept her room messy.

Making her way through the space, Harriet sat on the edge of the mattress and tried to imagine the pretty teen in this room. A pair of headphones lay discarded on the rug next to the bed, and next to it, Harriet spotted the corner of a book poking out from beneath the bedframe.

Crouching down, she gripped the corner and pulled it free, only to discover it was not a book but a large sketch pad. Lifting it carefully onto the bed, she flipped it open. The first sketch was of a subsection of a thistle. A zoomed in photograph was pinned to the corner of the page and Harriet was impressed by the attention to detail the teen had shown in her work. She had clearly been very talented.

Harriet quickly scanned through the pages of sketches. She paused on a page in the middle, two hands entwined on what looked to her like the edge of a bed. Unlike the other pages, there was no photograph attached, but Harriet was keenly aware that at least one of the hands was wearing a band on their left ring finger. It was an odd picture, the level of detail in one of the hands suggested a drawing from life rather than something conjured from imagination.

“What have you found?” Drew’s question caused Harriet to jump.

She moved aside, allowing him to peer over her shoulder to the sketch book.

“Whose is it?”

“I found it under Willow’s bed.”

“She was talented.” Drew let his statement hang in the dead air between them.

“Whose hands do you think these are?” Harriet broke the silence as she got to her feet. The more she stared at the image, the more certain she was that it was a wedding band on the finger. There was an intimacy in the drawing that unnerved her, but she couldn’t quite pinpoint why.

“No idea.” Drew shrugged. “Have you seen enough here?”

Absentmindedly, Harriet nodded, her attention still fixed on the drawing pad.

“We can bring it with us,” Drew said, finally breaking her concentration. “I’ve got some evidence bags in the boot of the car.”

Reluctantly, Harriet agreed. She had seen enough. Her mind was swamped with imagery that she wished she did not need to see. But Drew had been right about one thing; it had been helpful to come here.

As she followed him back to the car, Harriet mulled over everything she had learned. It was impossible to have all the answers that Drew and the team needed but as she climbed back into the car next to Drew, she was certain of one thing.

Drew chucked his coat into the back seat of the car before he got in behind the steering wheel. “I thought coming here would have given me more⁠—”

“Drew, you were right.”

“I mean, I often am but you’ll have to be a bit more specific.” He twisted towards her in his seat and waited expectantly.

Drawing in a deep breath, she tried to settle her nerves. She had promised that she wouldn’t do this, and yet… “I want back on the team.”

“Are you sure?”

She stared down at her hands clasped in her lap. “It’s the only thing I am sure of right now. I need this.”

With a wide grin, Drew started the engine. “Then let’s get you reinstated.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN




Olivia sat in the waiting area, watching people as they scurried by. After Martina and Ambrose had approached Kelly, she had stopped taking Olivia’s calls. She had been understandably shocked by their line of questioning. Olivia had been surprised herself, but she had since read the forensic report. The DNA evidence was irrefutable. Jeremy had been inside that house. What role he had played there remained to be seen.

Her phone buzzed and she glanced down at the screen.

“About to pick up Mark Robinson.” The message from DC Green said. Olivia tried to stifle the kernel of jealousy that took root in her chest. DI Haskell had given Maz the choice of who to take with him. There had been a time when he would have picked her, no questions asked. That time was no more. And if Olivia was being honest, she was rapidly getting pissed off by his behaviour.

Sure, she had screwed up, but it wasn’t as though he were blameless.

Scanning the hospital corridor, she spotted Kelly as she passed silently through the crowd. She looked like a sleepwalker, all shuffling feet and dazed expression.

Standing, Olivia continued to watch the other woman as she made for the doors. Following at a distance, Olivia observed her as she slipped out into the misty morning air.

She caught up to Kelly as the woman’s body leaned back against the wall and her knees buckled and she dropped into a crouch. Kelly buried her face in her hands, shoulders shaking as she started to sob.

“Kelly…”

The other woman started, head snapping up as she wiped away her tears with the back of her hand. “No.”

“Kelly, we need to talk.”

“I don’t want to speak to any of you lot. You’re all a bunch of liars.”

“I’ve never lied to you.”

“Yeah, you did. You promised you’d get Mark, but it was all just a ruse to get close to me so you could try and pin something on Jeremy.” She struggled to stand, and Olivia noted the bruising that ringed her wrists and disappeared beneath the sleeves of her jumper.

“What happened to your arms?”

Kelly pulled her sleeves down to cover the marks. “None of your fucking business.”

“Kelly, did Mark do that?”

“What does it matter? I told you how dangerous he is. I told you what he did, but all you care about is pinning a murder on Jeremy when he’s in that bed unable to defend himself.” She started to cry in earnest, then; great big sobs that shook her small frame. “It’s all my fault. If I had never crossed Mark, he wouldn’t have come after Jeremy like that. He was trying to protect me and⁠—”

Olivia went to Kelly and pulled her into a tight hug. For a moment, the other woman resisted before finally relenting. She allowed Olivia to hold her, her body shaking as the pain and anguish poured out of her.

Waiting until Kelly fell silent, Olivia released her and took a step back. “I’m not here to pin anything on Jeremy. I can promise you that.”

Kelly’s face was swollen and blotchy. She watched Olivia carefully with bloodshot eyes. “Why should I believe you?”

“Because I’m here to tell you that my colleagues are about to pick up Mark Robinson from his house.”

Kelly stared blankly at her for a moment before succumbing to her tears again. Olivia gave her a moment before she decided to press on.

“But we need your help, Kelly.” Olivia held her hand up, stopping the young woman before she could argue. “We don’t have much evidence to hold him. The evidence recovered from your house wasn’t enough.”

“I told you, I can’t.”

“Without your help, Kelly, he’s going to walk away from this.” Olivia sucked in a breath, hating herself for what she was about to do. “And what will happen to you and the baby if he gets away with it scot-free?”

“He’ll know I told you. He’ll come after me.”

“We can keep you safe, Kelly. Safer than you are now.” Olivia looked pointedly at the marks on the other woman’s wrists. “When did that happen?”

Kelly’s gaze fell to the dark bruising, and she sighed, her shoulders dropping in defeat. “Last night. He was waiting for me outside the hospital when I nipped out for some air. He wanted me to come home with him, said being here with Jeremy was pointless, that we were just waiting for him to die…” She squeezed her eyes shut. “Says he wants to be a family, that he promised Jeremy he’d look after me and the baby.”

“Kelly, is there anything you can give me that will help us put Mark behind bars?”

She shoved her hands into the pockets of her jeans. “You lot think Jeremy could hurt that family, but I know he wouldn’t.” She took a shaky breath. “Jeremy wasn’t the violent type, not like Mark. If Jeremy was there, then it was because Mark needed him.”

“Why would Mark need him?”

“Jeremy was always good with computers and codes and when he and Mark were younger, he got good at breaking into safes. It was a point of pride with him that he could do it.” She hesitated, and Olivia watched as she twisted her fingers around the cuffs of her jumper.

Kelly took a breath and plunged ahead. “He was the only one who could do it, you know? Jeremy was happy to just have it as bragging rights. But Mark wanted to go for bigger scores. He was desperate to move up in the gang, and he saw Jeremy’s abilities as his meal ticket.

“On the last job they did together, there was something Mark did that frightened Jeremy. He wouldn’t tell me what it was, but I know it spooked him bad enough to want out. So, when the police came sniffing around, Jeremy snitched. Mark never knew, or if he did…”

Kelly let out a breath. “I need to know that you can get him.”

Olivia felt torn. She wanted to promise Kelly that they would get Mark, but she knew that nothing was certain. If it were up to her, the likes of Mark Robinson would spend the rest of his life behind bars. But the world was not so cut and dry.

“We’ll do our best. I can promise you that. But it wouldn’t be fair of me to promise more than that.”

Kelly stared down at the ground, and Olivia felt the possibility of getting something concrete from the young woman slipping away. Just when it seemed like Kelly would walk away, she thrust her hand into her pocket and withdrew it a moment later. “This might help.” She held her hand out to Olivia and uncurled her fingers. In her palm sat a plain wedding band.

“I don’t understand,” Olivia said.

“Mark gave this to me when he came to see me after the attack. He said I could pawn it or sell it and get some cash for the baby.” Kelly’s voice was flat and devoid of all emotion. She stared down at the ring in the middle of her hand.

“Did he say where he got the ring?” Olivia’s mouth was dry as she stared down at the plain gold band.

Kelly shook her head. “I asked, but he made a joke of it. Said if he told me he’d have to kill me. I tried to say no, but with Jeremy in a coma, Mark thinks we can go back to the way it used to be. I’m really afraid. I couldn’t fight him off that night.” She sighed. “It’s the reason I’ve been spending my nights here. The waiting room is safer than home.”

“And you think the ring was stolen?”

Kelly nodded and picked the ring up, holding it at an angle so that the engraving within was visible in the light.

A & A 17/08/03

“It’s a wedding ring,” Kelly said, stating the obvious. “After you came by here with the other officers, accusing Jeremy of those terrible things, I did a little digging.” A shiver ran through Kelly, reminding Olivia just how long they had been standing outside for. “Anna and Andrew Hadfield. They were the couple in the farmhouse, right?”

“Where are you going with this?” Olivia had a pretty good idea where Kelly was steering the conversation, but she felt compelled to ask nonetheless.

“It didn’t take much Googling to find out they got married the 17th of August 2003. It’s the same date as the ring.”

“Do you have any way of proving that it was Mark who gave you the ring?”

Kelly closed her fist, the ring disappearing from view. She wrapped her arms around her body as though that alone would protect her from the pain of Olivia’s questions. “You don’t give up do you? You think Jeremy gave me the ring.”

“I’m just looking for a way to verify that Mark had the ring in his possession.”

Kelly looked away, her gaze roaming over her surroundings. “He said if I needed it, he had more stuff.”

“Excuse me?”

Kelly’s face lit up. “I remember now; he said I could pawn it or sell it, and if it wasn’t worth much, he had more.”

“More jewellery?”

“Jewellery was always Mark’s preferred form of currency. It was what he used to give me when we were together, and he would have me sell it on. I think it was just his way of trying to keep himself clean.”

Olivia fished around in her pocket and pulled out a small evidence bag. She held it out to Kelly. “I’ll get this checked out.”

“Was that helpful?”

Olivia nodded, staring down at the ring. “It was. And if you would consider coming in and making a statement…”

Kelly nodded. “I know what you need, but I’m not sure.” She stared down at her small bump. “If it were just me, I would.”

“Kelly, I don’t want this to sound insensitive, but what are you going to do if Jeremy doesn’t wake up?”

“I can’t think about that.”

“I understand.”

“But it’s usually all I can think about,” Kelly said. “If Jeremy dies, I’m going to leave. I can’t stay here and risk Mark coming after us. And if Jeremy lives, then I’ll stay as long as I can. But if you don’t lock Mark up, I might have to cut and run anyway.”

“Before you have to make any sort of long term decision, let me see what we can do about getting Mark off the board, eh?” Olivia tucked the evidence bag into her coat. “This really was helpful, Kelly. Look after yourself.”

She left, giving the other woman the chance to pull herself together before she returned to the lonely vigil next to her partner’s bed. Olivia did not envy her for what difficulties lay ahead. Mark Robinson had a lot to answer for. And if the ring truly belonged to the Hadfields, then it was entirely possible that the team would crack the case before too long.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT




Drew parked the car and tightened his grip on the steering wheel.

“Maybe I shouldn’t be here,” Harriet said.

“Look, the Monk is just going to have to get on board. We need you on this.”

“You don’t need me, Drew. The team is more than capable of working this out for yourselves.” The self-deprecating note in Harriet’s voice didn’t go unnoticed by Drew. He wanted to reach across the distance between them and force her to understand just how much they needed her; how much he needed her. When she had been forced out, he had been cut adrift alongside her, and everything had gone to shit. No, he wouldn’t make that mistake again. Gregson would reinstate her, or… Drew wasn’t entirely sure what would happen if his boss didn’t see the things his way.

“We might solve it,” he said. “Then again, we might not. What I know for certain is that people would die, people we could save if you were working alongside us.”

He cast a sideways glance at her and was pleased to see the ghost of a smile hovering on her lips.

“Right, let’s get this over with. What’s the worst that can happen?”
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“Are you out of your mind?” Gregson’s voice was loud enough to rattle the glass in his office door. “After everything I told you, you go and bring her to the crime scene and then back here? Have you lost your bloody mind, Haskell? What are you playing at?”

Drew fought the urge to tell the Monk to calm down. The man was apoplectic, his complexion more purple than normal, and Drew was genuinely concerned for his health.

“Sir, we need Dr Quinn. You and I both know how complicated a case like this can be.”

“It’s a burglary gone wrong, Drew. Stop trying to make a mountain out of a molehill.”

“With all due respect, sir⁠—”

“Don’t bullshit me, Drew. With all due respect means no respect.”

“I’ve been through the reports. DS Scofield and his team weren’t just drowning, they were nowhere near getting an arrest. And with every day that passes, we get further from finding the person responsible.”

“I heard they got a DNA match at the scene.”

“They did, and as I told you the man the DNA matched is currently in a coma in hospital and is unlikely to wake up. It’s a lead to nowhere, sir.”

Gregson huffed out a breath and stalked behind his desk before dropping into his chair. “Are you trying to destroy the team, DI Haskell?” As he spoke, he rummaged in the top drawer of his desk and pulled a bottle from within.

Taken aback, Drew shook his head. “Of course not, sir. I’m trying to make sure this team doesn’t throw away one of the best assets we’ve ever had. I want our team to be the best there is.”

Gregson popped a pill into his mouth, chewing it quickly. “And yet I distinctly remember explaining to you how some don’t approve of our group. They think we’re a drain on resources that could be better utilised if they were spread across the different forces. I did my best to hold them at bay because we got results and the only press we attracted was good. That reputation was damaged over everything that happened with Dr Quinn⁠—”

“Sir, I really don’t think it’s fair to blame Harriet for something she had no control over.”

“And normally, I would agree. But I have to look out for our best interests. If we want to keep the team together, Dr Quinn cannot be a part of it. It gives the others ammunition to use against us.”

“Sir, I really think⁠—”

“It’s done, Drew. You need to accept it. I won’t authorise Dr Quinn’s involvement in this or any other case. Now, you need to ask her to leave.”

Disgust filled Drew’s veins. He’d never known the Monk to shy away from a fight before. “I never thought I’d see the day when they turned you into a coward.” He glared across the desk at his DCI.

The colour drained from Gregson’s face, leaving him chalk white. A beat passed, and Drew watched as two spots of colour appeared high on the Monk’s cheeks.

“Repeat that, DI Haskell.” Gregson’s voice had dropped, taking on an ominous tone that Drew had not heard before.

“You heard me. You’re a coward if you let them⁠—”

Gregson got to his feet so fast his chair thudded to the ground behind him. “You have no fucking idea the hoops I’ve jumped through just to keep this team together. I am many things, Drew, but a coward is not one of them. If you…” A look of confusion crossed the DCI’s face, and he paused, flexing the fingers in his left hand like a man who had slept on it the wrong way.

Drew took a step forward, but the DCI shook his head, the confusion dissipating as he returned his attention to the matter at hand. “You wouldn’t last a minute if you were in my shoes, Haskell. You think you can do whatever you want now, because you’re the golden boy. But I promise you, the minute you fuck up, they will eat you alive. I’ve been protecting you for years but no⁠—”

This time Gregson cut off, a flash of pain crossing his face. He straightened and took a step back before folding at the waist and collapsing to the ground.

Shock propelled Drew into action. He flung open the office door and bellowed to those in the room beyond. “Ambulance, now!”

Without waiting for a response, he rounded the desk and reached for the man on the ground. Gregson’s complexion was grey, his lips rapidly changing from blue to purple as his hands clutched at the place where his tie was nestled against the collar of his shirt.

“Sir…”

Gregson grimaced, his face screwing up as he wheezed and gasped.

Drew was only vaguely aware of the others who crowded into the office behind him. He continued to bark orders, informing them that he believed the DCI was suffering a heart attack and to inform the paramedics en-route of his condition.

Gregson opened his eyes, and Drew saw a combination of terror and panic flash across the DCI’s face before the eyes rolled back in his head and he lost consciousness. The smell of fresh urine filled Drew’s nose, and he was shocked to note the spreading wet patch on the front of Gregson’s grey trousers.

Loosening the tie and shirt, Drew pressed his fingers to Gregson’s throat and searched for a pulse.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE




Martina stared down into the cup of coffee clasped between her hands. The coffee shop buzzed with activity around her, but she was only vaguely aware of it. She could still see the look on Kelly’s face when they had told her why they wanted to speak with Jeremy. A combination of devastation and something else. Something Martina had not been able to pinpoint.

Movement outside the window caught her eye and she watched as DC Crandell slipped inside. Martina didn’t immediately signal her presence. Instead, she sank a little lower in her seat and studied the DC from afar.

She had been jealous of DI Haskell’s task force team the moment she had heard of its creation. She had wondered what it was about DC Olivia Crandell that made her worthy of such a coveted space, while she continued to toil away in obscurity. In the end, Martina had decided it mostly came down to luck. Olivia had been in the right place at the right time. That was all.

The same could probably be said for the rest of the task force. One could not discount the role luck played in such a situation. Of course, once you were a part of such a task force, it became a self-fulfilling prophecy that you would succeed at your job. When you had the resources and the backing of the top brass, it became easier to solve crimes. At least that was what Martina had told herself in the beginning.

But that had been before she had spent time with the team. Before she’d had the opportunity to see them up close, to work with them. She had seen just how hard they worked, how dedicated they were to finding answers. It didn’t lessen the jealousy she felt; if anything, it made it worse. But now, rather than begrudge them the resources they had, she knew they had earned everything with blood, sweat, and tears.

Olivia caught her eye and raised her hand to wave. Martina returned the gesture, her smile warm as she beckoned the other woman over. The other DC made her way quickly through the crowd and paused at the table.

“Do you want another?” Olivia pointed to the cup Martina was nursing.

“No. If I drink anymore coffee today, I’ll never sleep again.”

Olivia grimaced. “I know the feeling, but after the afternoon I’ve had, I need it.”

Olivia left and joined the queue at the counter. The line moved quickly, and within moments, she rejoined Martina with a large latte in a takeaway cup.

Dropping into the chair opposite Martina, Olivia blew the hair from her eyes and stretched her neck from side to side. “I think I made real progress with Kelly,” she said, “She seemed a little more open to the idea of making a statement today. I really think she’ll come in and give one. Especially if we can get this Mark Robinson off the streets. And she gave me something very interesting.”

Martina leaned forward, propping her elbows on the tabletop. “Go on.”

“She surrendered a ring. Said she got it from Mark Robinson. It looks like it came from the farm. The engraving on the inside seems to point in that direction. Obviously, we need to have it checked, but…” Olivia spread her hands wide. “It looks promising. Kelly said Robinson was having trouble shifting jewellery and mentioned there was more where that came from. Has there been any news from DS Scofield?”

Martina shook her head. “When they tried his last known address this morning, the guy there said he hadn’t been around for a while. Your computer nerd is running down any connections in the hopes we get a hit.”

She took a mouthful of the coffee and winced as it burned her tongue. “You said he had more jewellery that he hadn’t yet shifted?”

Olivia flipped through her notepad. “Yup, Kelly said he would have her sell it on as a way to try and keep himself clean.”

“We can always try local gold merchants and pawn shops,” Martina said. Robinson had obviously gone to ground like a cockroach. Flushing him out would not be easy. “Kelly didn’t give any indications that she might know where he was?”

Olivia started to shake her head and then paused. “Wait, he went to see her at the hospital last night. Told her he wanted her to come home with him, that there was no point waiting around for Jeremy to die.”

“What are you thinking?” Martina couldn’t hide her eagerness. She was tired of feeling like she was getting nowhere fast on this case. And aside from her own personal suspicions, which had amounted to nothing, Robinson was the first real lead they had.

“Well, what if he literally meant Kelly’s home?”

Disappointment quenched Martina’s hopes. “Don’t you think Kelly would have mentioned that he was crashing at her place?”

“She might not know. She’s been spending her nights in the hospital because she feels so unsafe after what happened. What if he has been squatting in her house and when he suggested going home, he meant it literally?”

“What a fucking creep. It would take some real brass balls to squat there like he didn’t half kill some poor bloke and attack Kelly.”

“True. But the more I hear about Mark Robinson, the more I’m inclined to believe it.”

Abandoning the coffee, Martina stood and grabbed her coat. “I think we should go and check it out. Are you coming?”

Olivia’s face broke into a wide smile as she got to her feet. “Definitely.”


CHAPTER FIFTY




Sitting across the road from Kelly’s house in an unmarked car, Olivia sank low in the passenger seat. They had been watching the house for less than ten minutes when they had seen signs of life within.

“I’m going to call it in,” Olivia said, reaching for her phone.

“We need to be certain it’s him,” Martina said softly, her eyes never leaving the upstairs window where they had last seen movement.

“If it is him and he leaves⁠—”

“Then we follow him,” Martina said breezily, as though she had just mentioned the weather.

“It’s not that simple, you know. We would—” Olivia cut off as the front door swung open and Mark Robinson strolled out. He pulled up his hood before he tucked his hands into the pockets of his tracksuit bottoms. They watched in silence as he glanced up and down the street before setting off in the direction of the end of the street.

“Shit, shit, shit…” Olivia muttered beneath her breath as she quickly fired off a text to Maz.

“Relax,” Martina said. “I’ll get out and follow him. It’ll be easier on foot.”

“This really doesn’t seem like a good idea,” Olivia said. “We should contact the others, regroup, and come up with a plan.”

If Martina had heard her, she gave no indication of it as she climbed out of the car and closed the door gently behind her. From her vantage point, Olivia watched as the other DC pulled the hood up on her jacket to ward off the misty rain before setting off after their target.

A beep from her phone drew Olivia’s attention to the screen.

Maz: Team en-route. Sit tight.
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Less than twenty minutes had passed when Olivia spotted Mark Robinson returning back up the street, a plastic bag swinging in his hand. DC Nicoll had already texted her, informing her of their suspect’s movements. Apparently, he had taken a heated call in the corner shop, drawing the ire of the shopkeeper. However, it had not been enough to put Robinson off from buying lager, beans, and bread.

And now Olivia watched from a distance as he happily made his way up the street, seemingly without a care in the world.

If Dr Quinn were here, she would have some kind of explanation for someone like Robinson. Olivia was not someone who could rationalise or understand how someone could commit such terrible and destructive acts and then behave as though they had done nothing wrong.

She sighed and searched for Robinson again. He sauntered along the pavement, his easy movements at odds with the way his eyes scanned back and forth. He was obviously searching for something. Maybe he had made Martina as she had followed him.

Olivia tried to slide even lower in the passenger seat. Despite parking the car a few doors down from the house, she still feared that she would be noticed.

A van pulled onto the street and Robinson hesitated. For the first time since Olivia had set eyes on him, he looked nervous. Olivia tried to get a good look at the van, but her line of sight was compromised by the way she was sitting.

The colour drained from Robinson’s face as the van crawled along the side of the road towards him. There was obviously something at play here.

Robinson began to back pedal along the pavement as the van drew closer. Whatever was going on, he was afraid of whoever he thought was inside the vehicle. And if a scumbag like him was afraid, then it spelled bad news for Martina.

Scrambling from the car, Olivia jogged across the street in the direction of Robinson and the van. Fear crawled into her throat as she watched the back doors of the van swing open. She got a brief glimpse of the interior and for a moment she was certain she saw two black clad figures.

“Mark Robinson,” Olivia said, raising her voice to be heard above the rattle of the van’s exhaust. “Police, don’t move!”

Mark’s eyes slid in her direction, and he dropped his plastic bag as he raised his hands over his head. “I give up. Arrest me. I give up!”

There was no denying the panic in his voice, and it would have been remiss of Olivia not to admit that she took some pleasure from hearing it.

The back doors of the van slammed shut and it swung out into the middle of the street. The squeal of tyres mingled with the smell of burning rubber as it took off down the residential street at speed and rounded the corner at the end without pausing at the junction.

Olivia fixed her gaze on the man in front of her as he started to lower his hands.

“Thanks for that, sugar tits⁠—”

Before he could finish his sentence, Martina grabbed him from behind and drove him to the ground. “Mark Robinson, I’m arresting you on suspicion of murder.”

Olivia was only half listening as Martina continued to speak. Pulling her phone from her pocket she made a note of the make and model of the van. Something that terrified Robinson enough to make him give himself up was something worth looking into.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE




“Drew, none of this is your fault.” Harriet knew her words were falling on deaf ears as Drew continued to pace up and down the small space of his office.

She knew how much it had pained him not to get in the ambulance with DCI Gregson, but the team needed him, so he had sent DC Green instead.

“I drove him to this. If I hadn’t pushed so hard⁠—”

“Drew, listen to me. You did not cause this. No matter how hard you think you pushed him, you did not cause a heart attack. DCI Gregson has been under a lot of stress for a while now. We both know it’s true.” She paused as Drew dropped into a chair and buried his face in his hands.

A knock on the door pulled their attention. DS Arya poked his head inside, his expression grim. “Superintendent Burroughs is here, guv.”

With a jerk of his head, Drew was on his feet and halfway to the door before Harriet could stop him. As he passed her, she reached out and brushed her fingers against his shirt sleeve. Drew halted, his eyes haunted as he looked at her. She tightened her grip on him. She couldn’t tell him that everything would be all right. He did not need to hear empty platitudes; he needed someone who could sit him down and reassure him that they would get through this. But Harriet knew Drew well enough that he would not listen to her or anyone right now.

Instead, she squeezed his arm, doing her best to comfort him. He closed his eyes and took a breath before letting some of the tension drop from his shoulders.

“It’s fine. I’m fine.” It was a lie. Harriet did not need to be a forensic psychologist to hear it in his voice. But she let him go all the same. If he needed to lie to himself right now, to get through this, then she would not stand in his way.

When he followed Maz out into the main office, Harriet let them go. Her presence would only complicate matters further. So, she did the only thing she could do in that moment, and started to work.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO




“Superintendent Burroughs, good to see you again, sir. I just wish it was under better circumstances,” Drew did his best to keep his voice light.

“It’s a complete shit show, DI Haskell. The last thing we need is the DCI throwing in the towel when you’re in the middle of such an important case. I told him not to take on so much, but would he listen?”

Burroughs paced along the corridor. “Well, none of that matters now. I’ll keep the media off your back for as long as I can.”

“What do you need from me, sir?”

Burroughs paused and eyed Drew seriously. “I know you like to do things a little differently. And your DCI gave you a lot of space. He did the heavy lifting with the top brass when they wanted to come down on you. I am not like that.”

“Sir, the way we work, it requires⁠—”

Burroughs cut him off with a wave of his hand. “You misunderstand me, DI Haskell. I don’t need to know the intricacies of your team. What I’m telling you is that I am not your mother. I won’t run around wiping your nose and kissing every scrape and scratch you get. That was Gregson’s method. You get me the results and I will protect you. But if you get caught colouring outside the lines, I will leave you and your team out to dry. Am I clear?”

Inwardly bristling, Drew gave a curt nod.

“Good.” Burroughs placed his hands behind his back. “I’m glad we could clear that up. Now what do you need from me?”

“Well, sir, we⁠—”

“Remember, Haskell, I am not your mother.”

“I understand, sir, but there is something I would like you to sign off on.”

Burroughs shot him a speculative look. “Go on…”

“I would like Dr Quinn to be reinstated, effective immediately.”

Pursing his lips, Burroughs resumed his pacing, the motion making Drew more nervous with every passing second. “And what happens if more allegations come out of the woodwork? Why should I risk that?”

Taking a deep breath, Drew decided to plunge ahead. “Dr Quinn is an asset to our team. She was unfairly targeted by a jealous colleague whose sole aim was to destroy her reputation. And he very nearly succeeded.” Seeing that Burroughs was beginning to lose interest, Drew decided to go for broke. “And I am willing to vouch for her integrity, sir. If more allegations were to emerge—and I am sure they won’t—I would be willing to fall on my sword.”

“You would take responsibility for it if it went wrong?”

“I would, sir.”

Burroughs smiled. It wasn’t a pleasant sight. “That’s quite the endorsement, DI Haskell. Dr Quinn must be an asset indeed.” He headed for the door. “Consider her reinstated. But on your head be it if anything goes wrong.”

Drew remained silent as the super left. He should have felt happier. Harriet was back on the team. Not only that, but they also had the support of the Superintendent. And at any other moment, Drew would have felt pleased. But with everything going on, he couldn’t muster the necessary emotions. How could this feel like a win when they had already lost so much?


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE




Staring out at the sea of expectant faces, Drew felt the weight of responsibility on his shoulders. If the shit hit the fan, he would take the fall, but it would be the team who paid the price. Was this how the DCI had felt all the time?

“As many of you already know, the DCI was taken to hospital earlier. We don’t yet have an update on his condition. The last I heard was that they had rushed him into surgery. And while it’s a very serious situation, we have to remember just how tough the DCI is.” Drew took a shaky breath and caught Harriet’s eye at the back of the room.

He had not had a chance to tell her about the news from the Superintendent before he’d called the briefing. But he knew her well enough to know she would understand.

“As soon as we have information on the DCI’s condition, I will let you know. In the meantime, we need to keep things moving on our end. DCI Gregson would be the first one to have our arses in a sling if he thought we were sitting around twiddling our thumbs.”

A low ripple of laughter passed through the room. It was a moment of light relief that was necessary. And Drew needed them to get their heads back in the game if they were to finish what the DCI had started.

“Now, where are we on Mark Robinson?”

“Sir, DC Crandell and DC Nicoll picked him up just a little over an hour ago. He’s currently in processing.”

Drew nodded. “Good. We need a strategy for questioning. Has the search of his address yielded anything useful?”

“Not yet, guv. He was squatting at another address. We’ve got people going through it now. They’ve recovered some items that may prove useful.”

“Great. Where are we on the financial records for the Hadfields’ farm?”

“Ms Meakin is getting the same run around from their financial advisor that we did, but I’ve got a feeling she won’t be stopped for long,” DS Scofield said, stretching his arms over his head so that his back arched, spine cracking loudly, drawing a look of surprise from PC Shah who sat next to him.

“Right, well tell Jodie I said she needs to stop toying with him and get the information we need. I also want a full work up on Robinson’s financials and⁠—”

“Guv, there’s someone here to see you,” DC Jacobson said from the door. “Says he needs to speak to the officer in charge.”

“It can wait,” Drew said. “DS Scofield, I want you to get everyone up to speed on what you know about the other burglaries prior to the Hadfield murders and⁠—”

“Sir, he’s really quite insistent.” Jacobson looked uncomfortable and shifted from one foot to the other. “I don’t think he’s going to take no for an answer.”

“Let me get finished up in here and I’ll be out.”

Her expression was pained but she withdrew and headed back to the corridor.

“On a final note, I want to let you all know Superintendent Burroughs has reinstated Dr Quinn effective immediately. So, any queries or questions you may have had, you can now feel confident in running them past her.”

A murmur raced through the office and Drew was pleased to note nearly everyone looked pleased by the news.

“Right, that’s all for now. You know what we need to do, let’s get it done.”

He moved away from the front of the room and made it as far as Harriet before anyone could catch up to him.

“He really reinstated me?” Harriet couldn’t hide the surprise in her voice.

“He did.”

“Wait, what did you promise him?” Alarm flashed in her eyes as she searched his face for any indication of the answer.

“Nothing. He realised your importance to the team and agreed.”

“Drew, don’t lie.”

“Where is he!” The unfamiliar voice rang through the room like a bell, silencing every other conversation.

“Guv, I tried to keep him out,” Jacobson’s voice carried across the group.

Drew watched as she tried to corral a lanky young man back towards the doors. He looked familiar, and as Drew tried to remember where he’d seen him, it was Harriet who provided the answer.

“Andy Hadfield. I was hoping we would get the chance to speak with him…”

“Well, it looks like you’ll get your wish,” Drew inclined his head in the direction of his office before he gestured to DC Jacobson. “Let him through.”

Hadfield shrugged arrogantly away from Karen and ploughed through the group of officers. “About fucking time,” he muttered beneath his breath.

Drew fixed a smile on his face. He was aiming for polite but judging by the look of surprise Harriet gave him, he had probably missed it by a mile. “After you,” he said, sweeping his hand towards his office door.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR




“Mr Hadfield, it’s good to finally meet you,” Drew said as he closed the door behind Harriet. “I’m DI Drew Haskell. I’m heading up the team that has taken over your case.”

Harriet moved quickly to the opposite side of the room, giving her a better vantage point from which to observe.

Andy Hadfield looked dishevelled. His blue T-shirt was stained and only half tucked into his jeans. He pushed a hand through his sandy brown hair, causing it to stick up. Glaring at Drew, his grey eyes were bright with barely contained rage.

“What the fuck were you playing at, keeping me out there? I’m not a trained dog; I’m a son grieving his parents.”

“And sister,” Harriet added.

“Excuse me, who the fuck are you?” The open hostility in Andy when he turned towards Harriet was surprising. “Of course I’m grieving my little sister. Do you think I’m a monster?”

“Of course not,” Harriet said smoothly. As Drew opened his mouth, Harriet subtly caught his eye. “I’m a member of the team here. You can call me, Harriet.”

Withholding information didn’t sit well with her, but something about Andy’s behaviour told her that if she informed him that she was a forensic psychologist, he would react badly. And right now, she was trying to understand the angry young man in front of her.

Andy let his gaze travel over her. His scrutiny would normally have made her uncomfortable, but she merely noted it as interesting.

“Whatever.” Andy turned away, making his dismissal of her obvious. “When can I get back into my house? You’ve had it for long enough. I need to get in there.”

“A very serious crime was committed there,” Drew said, irritation colouring his words. “When I get the all-clear from the SOCOs, we will turn the house over to you.”

“This is ridiculous. You can’t hold my house prisoner. Can’t you just tell them they’re done?”

“It doesn’t work like that, Andy,” Harriet said placatingly. “It’s important to process the scene correctly. We don’t want to miss anything that might point us in the direction of the person responsible.”

“I’ve watched enough CSI to know that if you don’t have something in the first twenty-four hours, you’ll never have anything.” He sounded so utterly sure of himself that it almost gave his statement a sense of credibility.

“Well, I don’t mean to be combative,” Drew said, “but the murder of your family wasn’t produced by Jerry Bruckheimer, so it won’t be so easily solved.”

“You can’t speak to me like that,” Andy said, beginning to sound like a petulant child. “I’m a victim, too. My family was wiped out. I don’t think I’m asking for too much when I ask when I can get back into my house.”

With a sigh, Drew let go some of the tension he’d started to hold in his body. “You’re right, I’m sorry. I should have been more understanding. I can’t imagine how difficult this all must be for you.”

Andy sniffed loudly and wiped at his dry eyes with the heel of his hand. “Thank you. I just can’t believe they’re gone.”

“I’ll see what I can do about turning your house over to you.”

Drew appeared awkward, not that Harriet could blame him. There was something off about Andy’s behaviour, and it wasn’t just the pretence of crying. She half expected him to pull a tissue from his pocket so he could hide his inability to shed a tear.

“Andy, perhaps if you told us what it is you need from the house, we could help you to retrieve it.”

Andy’s attention snapped in Harriet’s direction. “What I need is my house.”

“It’s just that returning there will be incredibly painful for you. It’s bound to raise some ugly memories. Perhaps if DI Haskell and I were to escort you there ,we could—” Harriet caught sight of Drew shaking his head over the top of Andy’s shoulder.

“That’s why I need to get in there. I need to let the surveyor in so we can get a proper valuation on the property. I couldn’t live there now, not after everything that’s happened. Plus, I’ve got Uni and⁠—”

“You’re going to sell the farm?” Drew folded his arms over his broad chest.

“Obviously. I was going to take over from my father, it’s why I’m studying agriculture and farm business management. But I couldn’t possibly take it over now. Much better to sell up and get a fresh start.”

“I’m sorry, I thought I read somewhere that you dropped out of your course.” Harriet kept her tone conversational. Even if she was suspicious of his behaviour, she didn’t want to spook him.

“Who told you that? Was it Cecelia? You can’t believe everything she says.”

“Cecelia is your girlfriend, is that correct?” Harriet said.

“Yeah, she’s great. She might even be the one. But—” His voice dropped to a theatrical whisper, “she’s prone to exaggeration. She means no harm⁠—”

“Actually, it was the university who informed our colleagues.” Harriet moved over to a chair and took a seat. Andy’s behaviour was so far removed from anything she might have expected. Of course, you couldn’t always predict the way grief would manifest. And in the scenario that Andy found himself, it was entirely possible the trauma of his family’s murder could make his behaviour somewhat erratic.

Andy’s demeanour shifted, growing more jovial with each passing moment. “And they said I dropped out?” His laughter was rich, and Harriet felt herself smile in response. “I suppose I can’t blame them for their mistake. Their admin department is always so overwhelmed. But I didn’t drop out. I decided to take a year off. I thought I would do a little travelling, you know, see the world before I get serious about things.”

“What a wonderful idea,” Harriet said. “Where are you hoping to go first?”

“I’ve always fancied doing a road trip across America. Or maybe an African safari.” His smile was confident.

“Those are two very different experiences,” Drew said casually. “Once in a lifetime trips by anyone’s standards.”

“Well, you only live once, right, DI Haskell? The death of my family has really put it into perspective how uncertain everything is. If I hadn’t gone back to uni early, I might be dead too.”

“And is that why you’re in such a hurry to get the surveyor in to value the property?” Harriet asked. “Are you going to use some of the money to pay for your trip?”

Andy’s expression turned thoughtful. “I just want to honour my family the best way I can. They would want me to be happy. My mother, especially, wanted only the best for me. She would appreciate what I’m doing.”

“I’m sure she would,” Harriet said thoughtfully. “Andy, can I ask, who do you think would do something like this to your family?”

Andy’s face shuttered, his body tensing in response to her question. Much like his theatrical whispering of earlier, this too felt like a performance. As far as Harriet could tell, the only real reaction she had seen was the anger he’d shown at his perceived neglect, and even that had seemed like an extreme overreaction.

“I’ve been thinking about it since they died…” He paused and squeezed his eyes shut while pinching the bridge of his nose. “There’s really only one person I can think of, but it’s completely absurd.”

“Anything you can tell us would be helpful,” Harriet said gently.

“They were friends for years, I don’t know why it all went wrong. But Terry Phillips is an angry man. He called by the house a few days before—” His voice choked up and he covered his eyes for a moment before taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry, it’s just difficult to think about.”

“Just take your time,” Drew said.

“Thank you, I really appreciate it. Terry Phillips came to the house a few days before the murder. He was so angry. He barged into the house, demanding to see my father. There was a physical altercation and, well, he swore he would kill my father.”

“He actually threatened to kill your father?” Drew straightened up and Harriet could tell this was new information to him.

“Yeah. I wouldn’t mention it, but…” Andy spread his hands wide helplessly. “They’re dead. I can’t imagine anyone else would want to hurt them. They were such kind and generous people. And I miss them terribly…” He choked off and turned away.

Drew shot Harriet a look that suggested he wasn’t sure what to do.

“Andy—”

“Where did you get that?” The sharpness of Andy’s question surprised Harriet.

He was pointing at the notes spread on the small table in the corner of Drew’s office. The drawing pad they had found in Willow’s room was sitting on top, along with several of the images they had photographed.

“Oh,” Harriet said, “we found that in Willow’s room. I thought it was interesting⁠—”

“Give it back!”

“Excuse me?”

“You shouldn’t have that. You need to give it to me.” Andy’s body was stiff, and as Harriet glanced at him, she could see a vein throbbing in the side of his temple.

“It’s evidence, Andy.”

“It’s not evidence. It’s nothing. You need to give it back.”

“Why does it upset you so much, Andy?” Harriet tried to gently steer the conversation in a constructive direction. She moved around him, trying to bring his attention back to her but Andy shoved her out of the way.

He grabbed for the pad, but Drew caught his arm, easily holding him back. “Nah mate, come on. You can’t do that. The evidence stays here.”

“It’s fine, I’m fine!” Andy held his hands up, a gesture of surrender. When Drew released him, Andy shrugged away, shaking it off as he took a couple of steps back.

“Andy, I don’t think Willow would mind me looking through the drawings,” Harriet said. She studied his reactions carefully. There was something she wasn’t quite seeing.

“I should go.” The abruptness of his manner and the way he kept his attention fixed on the drawing pad as he had backpedalled to the door intrigued Harriet.

Andy pulled open the door before Harriet could say a thing.

“Wait—” Drew called after him, but Andy was already out the door.

“No, I need to go. There’s so much I need to do.” And then he was gone, his pace changing to a trot as he put distance between himself and the office.

“Well, that was weird,” Drew said.

Harriet continued to watch the young man as he left the office.

“You want a coffee?” Drew said, pausing in the doorway.

“Sure…” Harriet was only half listening, her attention fixed on the drawing pad. Clearly something about it had spooked him, but what that was, she had no idea. The voice in the back of her mind told her it was not something she could ignore.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE




Raising a brow at Harriet, Drew waited for her to share her thoughts. When she didn’t, he knew he would have to prompt her. She was doing that thing again where she became so caught up in her own brain that she forgot not everyone around her was capable of mind reading.

“What is it? What have you figured out?”

“What?” She pulled her attention away from the photographs long enough to look at him.

“Something he did has set your spidey-sense tingling.”

“My what sense?”

Drew chuckled and made a mental note to get Harriet to watch the Spiderman movies sometime, if only just so he could watch her grapple with the psychology of superheroes and their complexes.

“I just mean you’ve figured something out. You should share with the rest of the class.”

She pulled a face and picked up the set of images before shuffling quickly through them. “Something about the pad really upset him. He has to know we’d remove items from the house.”

“Maybe it was just a shock seeing it here. He probably wasn’t expecting it.”

“Maybe,” Harriet said. Drew could tell she wasn’t convinced. “I don’t know, there was something about that meeting that felt off.”

“He’s young and his entire family was murdered,” Drew said. “But I get what you’re saying. There was something…”

DS Arya chose that moment to push open the door. “Sir, we’re ready to get the interview with Mark Robinson underway.”

“I’ll be right there.” Drew turned back to Harriet. “Rain check on the coffee.”

“No problem,” she said, her attention once again fixed on the drawing pad.

With a smile, Drew followed Maz out the door, but Harriet called after him.

“Drew, would it be all right if I went and had a chat with Willow’s friend Sandra?”

“Sure thing. Just bring someone with you. I don’t want a repeat of what happened with Robert Burton.”

A pained look crossed Harriet’s face and Drew instantly regretted his hasty words.

“Look, I didn’t mean it like that⁠—”

“No, it’s fine. I get it. I do. Going to see Robert was an error of judgement on my behalf. Things would have gone much more smoothly had I spoken to you and the team first.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Drew sighed. He could just let it go and pretend the conversation had never happened, or he could do something that scared him witless. “I just want you to be safe, that’s all.”

Harriet froze, her attention fixed on him.

“I’m sorry, I—” He let his gaze drop. He wasn’t sorry, not one bit. “Actually, I’m not sorry. I’m being honest, for once. And we’re about to start the interview process with Robinson and I don’t want to spend my time thinking more about you and wondering if you’re safe or not. I need to concentrate on the situation at hand. So, no, I’m not sorry.” The words rushed out of him a jumbled mess, but he didn’t care. For once he had told her the truth.

The ghost of a smile hovered on her lips as she tucked a strand of dark curly hair behind her ear. It was a gesture he had come to associate with her feeling a little overwhelmed.

“I’m not sure you have to worry, Drew. I don’t think I have anything to fear from a fourteen-year-old.”

“Well, I’d still feel better if you brought somebody with you.”

“I can do that.”

“Good.” Drew nodded decisively.

“Good,” Harriet echoed the word.

He stood in the doorway for a moment longer before he cleared his throat and decided to move. “Right, I’ll crack on here. Let me know how it goes.”

“I will,” Harriet said. “Good luck with Robinson.”

“I hope he crumbles like a wet paper towel, but I doubt we’ll be so lucky.”

“You never know.” She began to gather up her notes. “I’ll keep you in the loop.”

Without another word, Drew beat a hasty retreat. He had said enough. Anything more, and he was going to wind up saying something he couldn’t take back. And there was too much going on to complicate matters further.

Joining the others, he watched as Harriet approached DC Nicoll. It only took a moment for Nicoll to agree to whatever Harriet had said and then they were both headed for the door. Discomfort twisted in the pit of Drew’s stomach, and it took him several moments to realise he wished he was going with her.
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Drew watched through the cameras as every question Maz and Olivia put to Mark Robinson was met with a ‘no comment’ response. Just watching the smug look on his face was enough to enrage Drew. How could one man be so callous and calculated?

Maybe it would have been better if he’d asked Harriet to stay. She would probably have some sort of insight into Robinson’s mindset, something they could use to their advantage. And right now, they needed every edge they could get.

When Maz and Olivia returned from the interview, they looked as defeated as Drew felt. Perching on the edge of a table, Drew watched on as Maz slammed his notes down onto his desk before slumping into his chair.

By comparison, Olivia controlled her feelings a little better. But Drew could still see through the thin veil of composure she hid behind.

“We need something that will make him want to talk,” Maz said finally. “As it is, he knows we have nothing concrete to pin on him.”

“We’ve got the ring, Kelly gave me,” Olivia said.

“Yeah, but you know that won’t hold up. He’ll claim she must have got it from Jeremy and because we have Jeremy’s DNA at the scene, the CPS won’t push ahead on a ‘he said, she said’.” Seeing the look on Olivia’s face, Maz hastily added. “It’s not fair, but you know how it goes. They want a sure thing.”

Olivia sighed and dropped back into her chair. “I know, I know. It doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“Nobody likes it,” Drew said. “Have they recovered anything useful from the house?”

“Ambrose and the others are currently going through it,” Maz said.

“You and Olivia should help. We need an all-hands-on-deck approach⁠—”

“Guv, I might have something useful.” Jodie had paused inside the office door.

Drew waved her in. “What have you got?”

“I’ve been going through Mark Robinson’s financial information. I was hoping we could maybe trace something back to the robbery.”

She handed a printout over to him and then returned to the screen of her tablet.

“Go on,” Drew said scanning the sheet in front of him. The rows of figures didn’t mean much to him, but he trusted Jodie enough to know that if she were here, then those numbers would tell them something important.

“There were no direct deposits from anyone suspicious. However, when I cross referenced some messages in his WhatsApp along with the dates of deposits he made to his bank, I found an interesting connection.”

“What messages?” Maz had joined them and was peering over Drew’s shoulder at the statement.

“There are several contacts on his WhatsApp, but he regularly clears the threads. Luckily for us, he backs everything up to the cloud, so I was able to download past conversations. I found a conversation dating back to DI Appleton’s attack. I matched the contact to Caz Popov and while he doesn’t explicitly state what they’re going to do, Mark is sent a time and address.”

Jodie sucked in a breath and Drew could sense her excitement.

“What is it, Jodie?”

“The address was flagged two weeks ago for a welfare check. Residents in the area were concerned for a vulnerable young woman, Rosie Briggs, who has learning disabilities. Residents say she uses a mobility scooter which she keeps outside. They would regularly see her out and about. About four months ago, that changed. People started coming and going from the address at all hours of the day and night. And her neighbours noticed the mobility scooter had not moved in several weeks.”

A sinking feeling opened in the pit of Drew’s stomach as Jodie spoke.

“When they performed the welfare check, it was discovered that Rosie had been persuaded to share the house with a group of men. She was found in a back room of the property, in a bed. Based on the state she was found in, it’s believed she had been confined there for some time. Rosie described the men as her friends⁠—”

“They were cuckooing,” Drew said.

Jodie glanced down at her tablet and nodded. “That’s what it says in the report. They were using the house as a base for their activities. They persuaded Rosie to give them access to her bank account.”

The colour in Jodie’s cheeks faded as her gaze raked over the report. “During an interview, Rosie confided she was in a relationship with one of the men, a Simon Crane. She alleges that he would share her with his friends. She went on to say that it was fun, but some of the men were mean, and she showed the specialist officers some injuries she had sustained. They suspect she was prostituted, but it’s still under investigation.”

“And what does this address have to do with DI Appleton’s attack?”

“Rosie described a night when another young girl was brought to the house. It upset her because she said the teen cried a lot and the men were mean to her. According to the evidence recovered from the house, some articles of clothing were recovered that match the items Chelsea Fraser was seen wearing on CCTV before she was abducted and murdered.”

“Fuck…” Drew breathed the word out and began to pace. “Why weren’t we informed of any of this before now?”

“It was all in the system, but nobody had put the pieces together.”

“But how is Mark connected to DI Appleton’s attack?”

“He allows the apps on his phone to track his location. I was able to place his phone in the same area as DI Appleton on the night she was attacked and Chelsea was murdered.”

“This is fantastic work, Jodie.”

“Guv, that’s not all…”

Drew sat back on the edge of the desk. “Go on, what else have you got?”
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“So, tell me, why are we going to visit Sandra?” Martina steered the car carefully around the narrow country roads.

Harriet shuffled through her notes, pausing only long enough to take in the green scenery that flashed by on the other side of the glass. “Sandra was Willow’s best friend. If anyone is going to be able to tell us about Willow, it’s her.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” Martina said. Her gaze never left the road. A car appeared around a bend up ahead and she was forced to pull over into a passing place or risk losing a wing mirror. “Why is it so important that we get to know Willow? Wouldn’t you be better positioned to work out who her killer is?”

Harriet suppressed a smile. People often thought her job entailed spending large amounts of time trying to get into the heads of killers. And while that was certainly an aspect of her work, it was only a small part of a much larger methodology.

“It’s much easier to find out who the victim was,” Harriet said, “Know the victim, and you’ll be one step closer to knowing the perpetrator.”

“Ok, now you’ve really lost me.” Martina glanced over at her before returning her attention to the road.

“Every victim is chosen for a reason. Even when it appears random, there is something about the victim that the killer is attracted to.”

“That sounds a little like victim blaming. What could Willow—a child—have done to attract a sadistic bastard like the one who murdered her?” The accusation hung between them.

“It’s not something Willow did. Something about her attracted her killer. It could be as simple as the colour of her hair, or that she was the right age and in the right place, or she reminded him of someone he once knew. There was nothing Willow could have done to avoid it.”

Harriet glanced down at the picture in the file of the young teen. So much potential snuffed out. Wasn’t that always the way? “The moment he locked onto her, short of divine intervention, he was going to kill her. But to understand who he is, I need to know why her.”

“And you think Sandra can tell you that?” DC Nicoll did nothing to hide the incredulity in her voice.

“If Willow is typical of teens her age, then there will be very little that she won’t have shared with her best friend. And even if there are things she hasn’t shared, there are bound to be little cues that Sandra will have picked up on that I might be able to draw out of her.”

They continued the drive in silence, but Harriet could tell that Martina was mulling over everything she had said. There was something DC Nicoll was holding back, but Harriet felt she did not know the detective well enough to question her on it. If it was something she wanted to share, then Harriet figured she would do so in her own time.

They parked in front of the house and Harriet sat for a moment, staring out at the misty rain as it blurred the windscreen. What lay ahead would not be easy. She was only too aware that questioning Sandra would cause pain and discomfort to the teen. If she could have avoided it, Harriet would have. The last thing she ever hoped to do was cause more pain and suffering; there was already more than enough of that in the world.

“Are you ready?” Martina tapped her arm and Harriet realised with a start that she had been silently contemplating for too long.

“Sorry, sometimes I get lost in my own thoughts.”

Martina gave her an odd look before she shrugged it off and climbed out of the car. Harriet followed suit.

It would be easier if Drew were here. He was much easier to read. Or maybe that wasn’t the case. Perhaps he only appeared easier to read because of what they had been through together. They were comfortable with one another in ways Harriet had never been with anyone else.

She followed Martina to the door and waited in the rain as the DC rang the bell. The woman who opened the door appeared wary, and before Harriet or DC Nicoll could utter a word, she had stepped out onto the doorstep and pulled the door shut after her.

“I know you spoke to my husband, but I’m really not comfortable with this. Sandra has already been through so much. She doesn’t need to be upset further. She’s got exams to concentrate on and⁠—”

Harriet stepped forward and reached her hand out to the woman in front of her. “Mrs Yates, my name is Dr Harriet Quinn, I was the one who spoke to your husband. And as I explained to him on the phone, I understand entirely where you’re coming from. I don’t want to upset Sandra further. That is absolutely the last thing I want to do. But your daughter knew Willow better than anyone, and we wouldn’t be here if we didn’t think it was important to the case.”

As she spoke, Harriet observed the way the woman opposite picked obsessively at the skin along the edges of her nails.

“I can’t have you upsetting her,” Mrs Yates reiterated.

“And I promise, I will do my best not to,” Harriet said gently. “It’s a painful subject but we really do need Sandra’s help.”

Mrs Yates’ shoulders slumped, and she let her hands drop back to her side. “I suppose you’ll keep hounding us until we cave. The journalists have been the same, vultures the lot of them.” Anger coloured her words, and Harriet found she could completely understand the woman.

Mrs Yates stepped back and grudgingly ushered them inside.
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Moments later, Harriet and DC Nicoll were ensconced in a small living room. The grey wallpaper had hints of metallic tones that caught the light from the bare bulb overhead.

“I’m sorry everywhere is such a mess.” Mrs Yates shrugged helplessly. “We’re in the middle of decorating.”

“No, this is perfect,” Harriet said. “And thank you for the tea.”

Mrs Yates nodded absently. “I’ll call Sandra again. She probably has her headphones on.” She disappeared into the hall and a moment later, the creak of floorboards echoed as she climbed the stairs.

The wallpapered walls were bare but, in the corner, Harriet could see a pile of framed photos stacked into a pile. She crossed the floor and picked up the first photo. A baby and toddler in a paddling pool grinned out of the image. Happiness radiated from the picture and Harriet felt her own mouth curve into a smile, as though the emotion from the photograph was contagious somehow.

Seeing the photograph highlighted the difference between this house and the Hadfield’s. Despite the ongoing renovations and decorating, these photographs were obviously valued and were clearly intended to be hung on the wall. Harriet had not seen a single photograph in the Hadfield house. The walls had been almost completely bare throughout the property. Willow’s room had been the only one that showed any kind of personality.

“Sorry to keep you waiting.” Mrs Yates voice carried through the room. Harriet turned to find her standing with a young girl. Sandra’s brown hair was perfectly straight and hung down around her heart shaped face. She kept her eyes trained on her Converse sneakers, not even raising her gaze when Harriet said hello.

“Sandra, did your mum explain why we’re here today?”

Sandra shrugged and dropped into an armchair positioned in the bay window.

“We wanted to speak with you about Willow.” Harriet perched on the edge of her seat opposite the teen. Sandra continued to keep her eyes averted but Harriet spotted a flicker of emotion as it crossed the teenager’s face.

“You were best friends, is that correct?”

Sandra shrugged again.

“Being best friends, you must have told each other everything.” Harriet paused, hoping it would give the young girl the chance to add something, anything. When she didn’t, Harriet continued. “Was Willow ever worried or preoccupied by anything?”

Sandra shrugged and started to pluck invisible fibres from the sleeve of her black and red stripped cardigan.

“Did she ever confide in you that she was afraid?”

For a moment, Sandra hesitated as she reached for another invisible thread. Then the moment passed and the silent teen shrugged once again.

Reaching into her bag, Harriet pulled the photographed images from the drawing pad they had removed from the Hadfield house. She laid them carefully out on the coffee table, turning them so Sandra could see them clearly. “Willow was a talented artist⁠—”

This drew an immediate response from Sandra. She snorted and tossed her hair back over her shoulder. “Why am I even here? You don’t know anything about Willow. This is so stupid.” She folded her arms over her chest and glared at the photos.

“You’re right, we don’t know anything about Willow. That’s why we want to speak with you,” Harriet said. “You knew her better than anyone.” The teen had lapsed back into silence, but Harriet knew how to draw her out. “What is it about these pictures that made you react?”

Sandra glanced down at the photos of the drawings and rolled her eyes. “Willow wasn’t into drawing. She liked music, like me. The only thing she could draw were stick figures. Those were done by Andy.”

“We found the drawing pad under Willow’s bed. Why would she hide it there if it belonged to her brother?” Harriet kept her voice neutral. If the drawings belonged to Andy, that might explain his reaction earlier. Then again, if the pad was his, why not just admit it?

“Andy’s a real weirdo. He was always stealing things from Willow, creeping around in her bedroom when he thought no one would notice. Once when I…” Sandra cut off and folded her arms over her chest. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” The look on Sandra’s face caused Harriet’s stomach to flip uncomfortably.

“This must be incredibly difficult for you,” Harriet said. “You must miss Willow terribly.”

Sandra’s bottom lip trembled, and she rubbed her sleeve against her eyes angrily, smearing black eyeliner onto her cheek.

“We did everything together. I can’t believe she’s gone. What kind of sick bastard would do that to her?” Sandra glanced up, making eye contact with Harriet for the first time since they had sat down to talk.

“That’s why I’m here,” Harriet said. “I’m trying to understand why anyone would want to hurt her.”

“I heard it was some kind of robbery,” Sandra said.

“We’re looking into all possible avenues.”

Sandra returned her attention to her jumper. “Whatever.”

“Did Andy make Willow uncomfortable?”

“He was a weirdo. Of course he made her uncomfortably. He got off on it, too. If he could make her cry, it made him happy.” Sandra’s assault on her cardigan picked up in intensity. “I said I didn’t want to talk about it. Willow wouldn’t want me to grass.”

“It’s understandable that you would feel that way,” Harriet said.

“So, I’m not talk about it anymore.” Sandra followed her arms over her chest and slouched back into her chair.

Martina took the opportunity to sit forward in her seat. Her sudden movement surprised Harriet. She had been so silent during the conversation so far that Harriet had wondered if she would contribute at all.

“That’s a nice sentiment.” Martina propped her elbows on her thighs. “I’m sure Willow would really appreciate you having her back and keeping her secrets. The only problem, Sandra, is that Willow is dead, so she really can’t appreciate anything you do for her anymore.”

“DC Nicoll, that’s a bit harsh,” Mrs Yates interjected before Harriet could. “Sandra is more than aware that her friend is dead. So aware that she can’t sleep at night because of nightmares.”

Martina raised a placating hand. “I’m sorry about that, I really am. But that doesn’t change the fact that we are looking for a killer and to do that we need to understand Willow better. Sandra is our only chance at doing just that.” She turned her attention back to the teen, who was doing her best not to cry. “If you really care about your friend, you’ll tell us what you know. Nothing you say can hurt Willow now. Somebody else already did that.”

“That’s enough!” Mrs Yates was on her feet in an instant. “I want you to leave.”

“No, Mum, leave it.”

“I won’t have them come in here and traumatise you, love. I won’t.”

“Mum, I said leave it. They’re right. Willow is dead. Telling her secrets now won’t bring her back. But if it helps…” Sandra trailed off.

“What were you going to say earlier about Andy?” Harriet kept her tone gentle.

“One time I was there.” She glanced at her mother. “It was right before I stopped going for sleepovers.”

“I remember. You and Willow had a big fight.” Puzzlement settled over Mrs Yates’ face.

“Yeah. It was the middle of the night. Willow and I had gone to bed. We always shared because I was afraid to sleep on the floor in case of spiders. Willow was already asleep, and I was trying to sleep but I was also looking at TikTok⁠—”

“Sandra, how many times have I told you not to stay up all night looking at that phone?”

“Please, Mrs Yates, let her finish,” Martina said.

“I heard footsteps in the hall, so I hid my phone under the pillow and pretended to be asleep. But I could see Andy as he came into the room. He came over and stood next to the bed. At first, I thought maybe he was going to wake Willow up, but he just kept standing there staring at us. And then⁠—”

“Sandra Yates, did that boy touch you!” The shrill note in the mother’s voice jolted Harriet.

“No, Mum. Yuck. Of course not!” Sandra’s expression turned wary. “Forget it. I want to go back to my room now⁠—”

“No way, you’re going to finish what you were saying to these nice lady detectives, and when your father gets home, we’re going to have a long chat.”

“Mum.” She drew out the word until it barely resembled a word and sounded more like a high-pitched whine.

“Sandra, we really do need you to tell us what happened,” Martina said.

“He was just being weird, trying to upset us. He kept staring at us, and then he lifted the blankets off Willow.” She swallowed hard. “When he touched her leg, she woke up and kicked him in the crotch. He was really pissed off, but he left after that. So there. Happy?” She aimed that last at her mother who was hovering over her like a clucking hen.

“What did Willow say?” The sinking feeling in the pit of Harriet’s stomach continued to get worse. With every new thing she learned about the Hadfield siblings, her feelings of unease only increased.

“She was all freaked out—” Sandra hesitated.

“Go on, Sandra, it’s really important you tell us.”

The teen sighed as though the inconvenience of the conversation was too much for her. “She asked if Ricky ever did that to me.”

“And Ricky is?” Martina asked.

“Ricky is my son,” Mrs Yates said. “Sandra’s older brother.”

“And I told her no way. Ricky is a pain in the arse but he’s not a creep. Willow said she caught Andy stealing a thong from her drawer once, and I made a joke about them being like the family from the Chainsaw Massacre movies, and she got so angry. We didn’t talk for a while after that. I think I really hurt her feelings, but I didn’t mean to. I was just so weirded out, you know?”

“Did Willow ever tell you anything else about Andy?”

Sandra was already shaking her head. “We never mentioned it again, and I was kind of relieved, because it was really weird.”

“Sandra, one more question and we’ll get out of your way. Did Willow ever keep a diary?”

“No. She wasn’t really into that kind of thing. She kept everything on her phone or her laptop.”

“We didn’t recover her phone or her laptop at the house⁠—”

“That doesn’t matter,” Sandra said, sliding her own phone out of her pocket. “She was obsessive about keeping everything backed up to the Cloud. And we swapped our logins, in case one of us got locked out. I can give you Willow’s, if you like.”

“That would be incredibly helpful,” Harriet said.

As DC Nicoll took down the details, Harriet hoped it wouldn’t be a waste of time. The killer had obviously taken Willow’s electronics because he was afraid of what the police might find. But there was a chance that Willow’s online backups had been overlooked.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT




Drew settled into his chair and silently observed the man opposite. Maz joined him and quickly set the recording up.

Mark Robinson was a picture of calm. Evidently, he believed they couldn’t connect him to any one crime. From the corner of his eye, he watched Maz lay the printouts Jodie had provided for them on the desk. Mark’s eyes flickered to the rows of numbers, and Drew was pleased to see his shit-eating grin wilt at the edges.

“What is this?” The solicitor leaned forward, his eyes tracking over the pages.

“In the course of our investigation we were able to track some interesting financial movements on your account, Mark.” Maz pulled out the sheets containing the WhatsApp messages between Mark and Caz Popov.

“Where did you get these?” Mark leaned forward, his eyes practically bulging out of his head as he scanned the recovered messages.

“You recognise the conversation?” Maz slid another layer of sheets on top of the first.

“I’ve never seen this shit before in my life,” Mark said, dropping back in his chair. “They can’t do this.” He turned to face his solicitor. “This is bullshit.”

“Mark, we have more than enough evidence to connect you to several crimes,” Drew said, finally breaking his silence. “We have location data that puts you at the scene of a serious assault of one DI Appleton. That same crime also resulted in the murder of a young girl, Chelsea Fraser. Does any of this sound familiar?”

Mark shook his head. “No fucking comment.”

“We also have location data that puts you at a farmhouse at Saltergate Bank. We were able to recover this from your belongings.” Drew gestured to a photograph that Maz produced from his case file. The receipt was from a pawn shop in York. “Is that your signature, Mark?”

“No comment,” Mark’s voice was growing more petulant.

“I think it is. It matches the signatures you made on your account when you were depositing cash into the bank.”

“We had officers call into the pawn shop, and they recovered CCTV footage.”

Maz withdrew several still images of Mark Robinson from the file. In the pictures, it was plainly obvious that Mark was pawning jewellery.

“We’ve recovered the pieces, matching them to your receipt, and we have confirmation based on insurance information from the Hadfield’s that the jewellery matches items stolen from the house.”

“No comment,” Robinson said again. But his voice wavered, and Drew knew it would only be a matter of time before he cracked.

“We also recovered some other very interesting information,” Drew said. “Do you know a Terry Phillips?”

Mark glanced over at his solicitor. “I need to speak with you.” He spoke quickly and in hushed tones, but Drew still heard him.

“I need some time to confer with my client,” the solicitor said. “Is there somewhere private we can go?”

Drew nodded to Maz, who switched off the recording and gestured for Mark and the solicitor to follow him across the hall to another room.

Once alone, Drew sat back in his chair. They were beginning to finally get somewhere with the investigation. The only problem was, he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something he was missing. Mark Robinson was a nasty piece of work, there was no denying it, but Harriet had said the murders were personal, and so far they could find no personal connection between Robinson and the Hadfields.

Terry Phillips, on the other hand, was a different story. He had the motive and the personal connection to the family. There was just one problem: Terry Phillips had been out of the country during the window of time in which the Hadfields had been killed.

Leaving the interview room behind, Drew made his way down the corridor. Popping into a side room, he joined Ambrose and Olivia.

“What did they say?” Drew asked.

“They’re willing to have one of us come over to interview Terry Phillips. We’ve tracked him down to an address in Mijas, Costa del Sol. If we can send someone, they’ll meet us at the airport, and we can go from there.”

“Fine. I’ll have Superintendent Burroughs sign off on the paperwork.”

Ambrose leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms over his head as he yawned. “Who are you going to send?”

“Why, are you angling for a free trip to Spain?”

Ambrose pulled a face. “As fun as that sounds, my Julie would have my head if I took off to Spain without her and the kids.”

“Noted.” Drew grinned at the other man. “I don’t suppose you’d be much use to us without a head.”

“I don’t know,” Ambrose said. “Julie might say it was an improvement.”

Laughing, Drew headed for the door.

“Guv, what about charging Robinson with the attack on Jeremy Benson and Kelly Walker?” The dark rings beneath Olivia’s eyes told Drew just how little sleep she was running on. The last couple of months had taken their toll on them all. He would be glad when they could finally put everything behind them.

“Walker still hasn’t come in to make a statement, so until we have something more concrete, there’s no way we can move forward on it. As for the attack on Benson, I want to interview Robinson separately for that. Right now, we’re going to keep the focus on his connection to Caz Popov and the Hadfields.”

“Fine.” She turned back to her work.

“Is there something you’d like to say, DC Crandell?”

“No, sir.”

Frustration wormed its way through Drew’s body. They were doing their best and moving as quickly as they could. Anything more, and they risked fucking up the entire investigation. Olivia should understand that. And yet…

“Any word on DCI Gregson?” Ambrose asked, breaking the tension.

Drew glanced at his phone and shook his head. “Nothing. Last I heard, he was still in surgery. Tim will let us know if anything changes.”

Ambrose glanced over at Olivia and elbowed her gently in the ribs. “Fancy a cuppa?”

Olivia tried to say no, but Ambrose was not the kind of man that was easily denied. Drew watched on in admiration as he managed to convince the DC that she needed a break.

As Olivia left the room, Drew stopped Ambrose in the doorway. “Thanks, mate.”

Dropping his focus to the floor, Ambrose shook his head. “Nothing to thank me for. She needs a break.” He pulled a deep breath into his barrel chest. “She’s right, though. Robinson needs to be held to account for his attack on that couple. Bastards like that cannot get away with whatever they want, otherwise what’s even the point in being a copper?”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Drew said. “But when we go for him, I want it to stick. I don’t want the CPS to wriggle out of it and claim insufficient evidence for prosecution.”

“Aye, I hear you,” Ambrose said. He clapped Drew on the shoulder.

Drew smiled and let Ambrose pass. Leaning back against the wall, he let his head drop onto his chest. He understood Olivia’s frustration because it was his own. He wanted nothing more than to march into the interview room and throw the book at the smug prick. But the world didn’t work like that. They needed to tread carefully, and that meant moving slowly. One mistake, and Robinson would walk. Drew could not have that on his conscience.
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Forty minutes later, Drew found himself back in the interview room. Gone was the carefree Mark Robinson from earlier. He stared down at his shoes, never once lifting his gaze as the solicitor cleared his throat.

“My client has prepared a statement, and he has instructed me to read it on his behalf. He will not be making any other comment other than the one I am about to read.” The solicitor glanced in Robinson’s direction. Getting no response, he went ahead.

“I, Mark Robinson, have no knowledge of any alleged attack on a DI Appleton. Nor do I have any knowledge of the murder of Chelsea Fraser.

“The next is a direct statement made by my client. Two months ago, I was approached by a man I knew. Terry Phillips. He owed me money. His farm was failing, and a planned sale of the land had fallen through. Terry Phillips blamed Andrew Hadfield for this. It was Terry Phillips’ belief that if someone was to scare Andrew Hadfield and his family, he would then be persuaded to sell his farm to the developers.

“Terry Phillips provided me with dates when he knew the Hadfields would be at home. He also provided me with dates he believed they would be away on holiday. With this information, he engaged me as a means to intimidating the family into selling their farm by any means necessary.

“Terry Phillips said I should, ‘do whatever it takes’ to secure the sale. He indicated the Hadfield’s daughter could be used to control the parents. Phillips was very clear that I could use violence to ensure their compliance. He even seemed gleeful over the prospect of Andrew Hadfield needing hospital treatment.

“As I am not a violent person, I had no intention of doing as Terry Phillips suggested. However, due to Terry Phillips owing me a great deal of money, it was my decision to recoup my losses by robbing the farm when I knew the Hadfields would not be at home.

“I went to the farm with Jeremy Benson, with the sole intention of stealing enough items to cover Phillips’ debts to me. Once there, we proceeded to remove all farm machinery, cars, and quad bikes from the property. Jeremy Benson then suggested we check the house. He was a very proficient thief, and he informed me that he had recently lost his job, and his girlfriend was now pregnant, meaning he was in need of money.

“Once inside the property we discovered the Hadfield family already dead. The smell was very strong and after the discovery, I was in a severe state of shock. I immediately left the property. However, Jeremy Benson insisted on continuing his search of the property. When he returned outside, he told me the smell had grown so strong that he had vomited on the floor. I did not interfere with the bodies, and I did not spend any length of time inside the house. This is all I am willing to say on the matter.” The solicitor raised his face and glanced at Drew.

Drew leaned back in his chair. “That’s quite the statement, Mark. If you spent hardly any time in the property, how did you come to be in possession of the jewellery from the house?”

The solicitor glanced at Mark and subtly shook his head. “No comment,” Mark said, his voice flat.

“You say Jeremy Benson wanted to remain in the house. Yet he was so disturbed by the scene that he was sick. I’m not sure I believe that. Maybe you were the one forcing him to stay in the house and he was sick as a result.”

“No comment,” Mark repeated.

“Mark, come on. You expect me to believe you had nothing to do with the murders of the Hadfields? You said yourself you knew when they would be at home. You admit you robbed them. Did it go too far? Did Andrew Hadfield fight back and you panicked?”

“I never touched them. They were already dead!” Mark straightened in his chair. “Terry Phillips is a lying bastard. He set me up. He probably killed them and then sent me there to take the blame. It’s Terry Phillips you lot need to be talking to⁠—”

“Mark, we agreed, no comment answers,” the solicitor said.

“Fuck this shit. I didn’t kill those people. I don’t give a shit about them. And when you see Terry Phillips, you can tell that cowardly fuck that I’ll make him sorry he ever crossed me!”

“Mr Robinson!” The solicitor was flustered as he tried to silence Robinson.

A knock at the door interrupted them.

“Interview suspended,” Drew said, pushing to his feet. He nodded to Maz who ended the interview. Slipping out into the hall, Drew was surprised to find DC Karen Jacobson waiting for him.

“What is it? Is it Gregson? Is there news?”

She shook her head, her face pale. “It’s not the DCI. Dr Quinn and DC Nicoll got back.” She swallowed hard. “Guv, you really need to see this.” Without waiting for a response, she hurried down the hall, leaving Drew with no choice but to follow.


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE




Harriet stared at the screen, unable to tear her gaze away. Deep down she had known it would be bad, but had she really expected this?

Jodie shoved her chair back violently and climbed unsteadily to her feet. “I need a moment. I—” And then she was gone, fleeing across the open office space as fast as her feet could carry her. Not that Harriet blamed her one bit. She wanted to flee, too. If she could have pried herself away from the computer, away from Willow’s Cloud storage, she would have done it. But she couldn’t. The suffering this child had gone through deserved to be witnessed.

Taking Jodie’s seat, Harriet reached for the mouse with shaking hands. Clicking through the images, she felt bile climb the back of her throat.

“Oh my God…” Martina’s voice barely penetrated the layer of shock that insulated Harriet from the rest of the world.

She clicked again and a video started to play. Willow’s broken voice poured out of the speakers as she begged and pleaded with her abuser to stop.

Harriet hit pause on the video and the frozen image of Willow’s tear-stained face was frozen in time on the screen.

“How could he?” Martina said. She stared at the screen for a moment more and then turned away.

Drew strode into the office, and from the corner of her eye, Harriet watched him move towards her. “Jacobson said you had something.” He reached her side and Harriet turned towards him as his attention fixed on the screen.

“There are thousands of pictures and videos,” she said, her voice barely rising above a whisper. “Most of them are of Willow. Some are videos downloaded from other places.” She felt tears pricking at her eyes and she closed them. She wouldn’t cry. Willow did not need her tears. She needed somebody to see what was happening to her. She needed someone who cared to notice the abuse she was suffering at the hands of her own brother.

“I don’t understand,” Drew said.

Without looking at the screen, Harriet hit play. She kept her gaze locked on Drew as he went slack jawed. The colour drained away from his face as the Andy in the video violated his sister. And then Harriet watched on as anger replaced the shock.

“Enough.” Drew clenched his fists, turning away from the screen.

“We need to speak with him, this can’t be ignored,” Harriet said quietly. When Drew remained silent, Harriet started to fill in the blanks. “Willow kept the videos hidden in her Cloud storage. She downloaded them all. We think she took them from his computer. At least that’s Jodie’s working theory.”

She sucked down a shaky breath. “And there’s something else. We think we know when the murders were committed. Jodie has only done a cursory examination, but she says there is a pattern to Willow’s behaviour. She backed up her files at roughly the same time every day. She backed them up on the Thursday as usual but there’s nothing on the Friday, or any day after that. Jodie says she could be more certain if she had Willow’s actual laptop to compare it to…”

“We’ll go to his flat,” Drew said. “If he’s not there, somebody will know where he is.”

“Drew, we need to approach this very carefully. If we go in too heavy, we’ll spook him.”

“I’m very fucking calm,” Drew snapped. He caught himself, his shoulders dropping as he closed his eyes, and took a ragged breath. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologise. I get it. I’m angry too.”

He eyed her, his eyebrow rising, an unasked question.

“Say it,” she challenged him.

“Do you think he killed his family?”

Harriet glanced back at the screen. They had seen the financial statements Willow had downloaded. Every penny Andy received from his parents for his tuition had been spent on extravagant items. Lavish dinners in expensive restaurants, all-expense paid holidays. His credit card debt was eyewatering. And when the cash had started to run dry, Andy had started to dip into his parents’ savings. How he could have done any of it without his parents noticing, was something Harriet couldn’t quite understand.

“Honestly, I think he’s more than capable. If somebody challenged him, or threatened him, I could very well see him becoming violent. I can’t diagnose him, but I would not be surprised to learn that he is a narcissist. The level of malignant narcissism displayed, his cruelty, the sense of grandiosity, and his lack of empathy all points towards it.”

“Malignant narcissism that’s a new one.”

“It’s more of a descriptor for the more severe cases. Malignant narcissism is generally categorised by its combination of narcissistic and psychopathic traits which I believe Andy displays.”

“Well, whatever it is, if you think he’s capable of murder, it’s good enough for me. We should go, and you can fill me in on the way about what you learned from Sandra.”


CHAPTER SIXTY




Drew took the lead, rapping harshly on the apartment door. Harriet hung back, shadowing his movements. He had seen a lot of things in his years with the force, but the video of Willow was a new low. How could somebody do that to another human? He often envied Harriet’s ability to empathise with the worst of humanity, but this was a step too far even for him. There could be no empathy, no sympathy, for someone like Andy Hadfield.

The sound of a deadbolt being drawn back and the rattle of the door chain pulled Drew from his thoughts. The door cracked open, and a tear-soaked face peered out through the gap. The room behind her was in darkness, making it difficult to pick out any details.

“DI Haskell. This is my colleague Dr Harriet Quinn. We were wondering if we could speak with Andy Hadfield.”

“He’s not here.” She sniffed and started to close the door, but Drew jammed his foot in the gap, halting her.

“We really need to speak with him.”

The young woman’s eyes widened, an automatic response to the edge in Drew’s voice.

Harriet moved up next to him. “Cecelia, is it?”

“Yeah.”

“Could we possibly come in?” Harriet spoke gently, as though the young woman on the other side of the door was a fragile thing that needed comfort.

“Ok…”

Drew withdrew his foot, and she closed the door, a moment later it swung open revealing that her white blouse was ripped. Blood, which had clearly come from her lip, had dried onto her collar. Her mascara was smeared onto her cheeks, but it did nothing to hide the red and purple bruise that was blooming around her right eye.

She hugged herself, her arm holding the ripped blouse in place. The movement revealed her ragged and torn nails.

Harriet was through the door before Drew could say a word. “You’re safe now, Cecelia.”

The young woman stared at Harriet for a moment, her wide eyes frightened, reminding Drew of a deer caught in the headlights. And then her knees buckled, and she collapsed into Harriet’s arms as sobs shook her frame.
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“I don’t want to go to hospital,” Cecelia said, the shrill note of panic unmistakable in her voice.

“But we should call someone to be with you,” Harriet said. She sat next to Cecelia on the couch. Drew carried two mugs of steaming tea into the living room, feeling more like an oversized spare part than a DI in the North Yorkshire police force.

“I’ve already asked a friend to come over,” Cecelia said quietly as she took the tea. “I’m sorry about trying to close the door in your face.”

“Hazard of the job,” Drew said easily. “Most people take one look at this ugly mug and try to slam the door. You’re in good company.”

She cracked a watery smile at that and turned her attention to the cup. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have pushed him.”

“Can you tell us what happened?” Harriet angled her body towards the young woman giving her all her attention.

“I got a notice today,” she said, her voice shaky.

“Take your time,” Drew said.

She nodded. “I got a notice in the post. A speeding fine. But I never speed.”

Drew tried to keep his sympathetic expression fixed in place. Nobody really believed that they drove too fast. What any of it had to do with Andy Hadfield though…

As though she could read Drew’s mind Cecelia added, “I don’t. I swear. My dad was killed in a head on collision. The other driver was speeding, overtaking on the road. He wasn’t paying attention and—” She swallowed around her pain. “Andy speeds, though. He thinks he’s invincible. God’s gift to driving. I told him about my dad, and he said if my dad was a better driver he wouldn’t be dead.”

Drew bit his tongue.

“I’m always telling him to slow down. He hates it.” She hesitated. “I asked him about the fine, and he went ballistic. I’ve never seen him so angry.”

“Why would he?” Harriet asked the question Drew was wondering.

“The fine was from some weeks back. A speed trap on the A169 near RAF Fylingdales. It’s really close to Andy’s parents’ house. I assumed it was from when he was travelling back up here. He hates having to spend time with them. But after he lost his temper, I looked into it a little more…”

“What is it, Cecelia?” Drew leaned forward.

“Well, he came back from his parents’ house on the Monday. But the camera caught the car speeding in the early hours of the Friday morning. I stayed over at a friend’s house that night. We went out to celebrate our exam results and the party ended up continuing into the early hours back at her house, so I just stayed over. I definitely wasn’t speeding on the A169.”

“And where was Andy?” Harriet asked the question before Drew could.

“I thought he was at home in bed.” Her voice trembled. “But now I’m not so sure.”
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They stayed with Cecelia until her friend arrived. Drew had got on the phone the moment he had the details of the fine from Cecelia. Jodie had easily confirmed that the car was on the stretch of road the night they now believed the Hadfields had been murdered. But the real confirmation had come when Jodie had sent Drew the image the speed camera had captured.

“It’s definitely him,” Harriet said studying the picture as she sat next to Drew in the car.

“Means, motive, and opportunity,” Drew said quietly. “He knows we’re on his trail, doesn’t he?”

“I think he knew from the moment he saw me with the sketch pad,” Harriet said. “That’s probably why he overreacted so badly to Cecelia questioning him. It made him paranoid, and he lashed out with violence.”

“We need to put out a BOLO. Considering he has a head start on us, he could be anywhere.”

But Harriet was already shaking her head. “He’s not going to run, Drew. He’s too arrogant for that.”

“Then where is he?”

“He’s gone back to the scene of the crime.” She met his gaze head on. “Andy has gone home.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE




Drew was out of the car as soon as he parked it on the gravel driveway. Light spilled out from one of the upper windows, letting them know Harriet’s hunch had been correct.

“You should wait in the car,” Drew said.

“I can’t let you go in there alone.” Harriet moved past Drew and made her way to the front door, which was ajar. “It looks like he’s expecting us.”

Grumbling, Drew pushed Harriet behind him. “If you’re coming in, then I at least need to go first. Hang back, please, Harriet.”

Seeing the look on his face, Harriet nodded. “Fine.”

“Good.” Relief flooded Drew’s features. “The others should be here soon and…” A crash from inside the property had them both moving into the hall.

The sound stopped as soon as they made it to the stairs and Harriet knew it was Andy’s way of letting them know he was aware of their presence.

They climbed the stairs slowly, Drew moving stealthily ahead.

“Don’t bother, DI Haskell, I’m not armed…” Andy’s words carried out into the hall letting them know exactly where he was.

Shrugging, Drew climbed the last of the stairs quickly. He led the way down the hall and paused in the doorway to Willow’s room.

“Come in, detective. Did you bring Dr Quinn with you too?” Andy’s tone was syrupy sweet.

Harriet moved up next to Drew, meeting Andy’s gaze head on. “Hello, Andy, good to see you again.”

“I’m not sure I believe that.” He grinned at her. “You know, I read all about you in the papers. Such terrible things they printed. Were any of them true?”

“You know as well as I do that you can’t judge a book by its cover. They created a story to sell their papers, and it worked. You created a persona to fool those around you into believing you were the grieving son.”

Andy shrugged. “It’s not a persona, but I’m flattered you think I could do something so clever.” He leaned back on the bed and patted the space next to him. “Come and sit with me, Dr Quinn. We can pretend we’re having a civil conversation.”

“You need to come with us, Andy,” Drew interrupted.

Andy shot him a dirty look. “You don’t get to decide, DI Haskell. Not if you want the truth.”

“We already know the truth, Andy. We spoke to Cecelia.” Harriet studied his expression, searching for any sign that her words had upset him. If she could get under his skin, he would begin to reveal things that he didn’t necessarily want to.

“How is poor Cece? She’s a bit of a drama queen, and just between us, she’s a drinker. Ever since daddy darling popped off this mortal coil, she likes to drown her sorrows. She doesn’t even remember when she gets behind the wheel of her car.”

“You mean the speeding fine?” Drew quirked an eyebrow at Andy who nodded.

“She tried to blame me, imagine that.”

“Why would she do that?” Harriet took a step forward, but Drew blocked her with his body.

“Beats me. She’s cuckoo.” He twirled his finger next to his temple signalling she was crazy.

“You left her pretty beat up⁠—”

“That was self-defence,” Andy said. “I regret hurting her, but she came at me all nails and teeth. What was I supposed to do, stand there and take it?”

“You’re saying she attacked you?” Drew asked.

“She did.”

“And did Willow attack you, too?” Harriet said. Her question had the desired effect. The smile on Andy’s face faded instantly, replaced by a flicker of rage that he tried to hide.

“I don’t know what you mean, Dr Quinn.”

“Did she attack you all those times you pinned her down? What about when you raped her? Are you going to tell us that she started it?”

Andy feigned shock. “Why would you say that? I loved my sister. She was troubled, it’s true. But I would never do the things you’ve suggested. And frankly I find it sick that you⁠—”

Harriet’s bitter laughter cut him off. “Andy, we both know the truth. You did such a good job hiding it. Nobody suspected the things you were doing. Nobody paid any attention, and all because you were so good at creating a false persona. But I’ve seen the photographs and the videos. It’s over.”

“How?”

“Willow downloaded the items from your computer. Even though you took her laptop and phone, she was obsessive about backing everything up to the Cloud. I’m guessing you tried to hack her account but couldn’t.”

For a moment, he stared at her ,and Harriet could see the cogs inside his mind turning over his options. “Willow was a clever girl. Much smarter than I gave her credit for. If I had known what she was up to, then maybe things could have been different.” He sighed. “It doesn’t mean I killed her, or my parents.”

“We can place you here the night they were killed.”

“How do you know when they were killed?”

“Again, because of Willow. She backed everything up on the Thursday night, but she didn’t log into her accounts on Friday or any day after that.”

“I see…” Andy stared at his surroundings. Sirens wailed in the distance growing ever closer with each passing second.

Drew stepped forward. “Andy Hadfield, I’m arresting you on suspicion⁠—”

“You think you know so much. Willow was smart, I’ll give her that. You said I created a persona, using it to hide what I was doing to my sister, but did you ask yourself where I learned to do that?”

Ice slithered down Harriet’s spine. Where was he going with this?

“Where was the help for me when my own mother abused me? I’ve read all the articles about the horror killings at murder farm. And people keep asking how anyone could do something so terrible.” He took a ragged breath. “My father knew what she was doing and said nothing. Willow suspected but did nothing. Our family was rotten to its core. I did the world a favour.”

He reached over and flipped back the covers to reveal several empty pill bottles. “And I’ll do you a favour now, too.”

“Shit—” Drew sprang into action crossing the floor to Andy’s side.

Harriet watched as he called for help and officers piled into the house. She watched Andy as paramedics arrived and they started to question him as they hooked him up to monitors and an IV drip.

And through it all, Harriet knew that he had not taken anything. She knew with a certainty all the way down to her bones that he would never endanger himself. After all, wasn’t that the real reason he had murdered his family?


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO




“How is he?” Harriet passed Drew a cup of machine coffee.

“You were right. They’re keeping him for observation, but the doctors don’t think he took anything at all. They found some tablets still floating in the toilet back at the house.” He scrubbed his hand over his eyes.

“He regards himself too highly to harm himself. The moment he knew there was a chance of his parents finding out about him stealing their money, he killed the family. When Cecelia confronted him over the speeding fine, he attacked her. Being threatened triggers him to violence.”

“Christ, I think I’ll sleep for a week after this.”

Harriet smiled at him. “I feel the same. How is Gregson?”

“He’s out of surgery and in the ICU. The nurses said as soon as he came around, he was demanding to see the reports and he wants a briefing in the morning. They’ve got their hands full with him.”

Harriet snorted into her cup and burned her mouth. “Why can I visualise that so clearly?”

“Because you know the Monk.” With a grin Drew looked at her. “We couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Of course you could. The team is solid.”

He shook his head, his expression turning serious. “I couldn’t have done it without you.” He reached over and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Please tell me you’re going to keep working with us.”

Harriet could hear the unspoken words beneath his question and for the first time she wasn’t afraid.

“You’re stuck with me, DI Haskell. For better or worse.”
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