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        Good things of day begin to droop and drowse,

        While night's black agents to their preys do rouse.

        William Shakespeare, Macbeth
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      It was a sweltering summer night in late June. The black-clad figure ran lightly, streaking through the darkness, feet barely making a sound on the narrow dirt path, ducking and twisting gracefully to avoid contact with the dense surrounding trees and bushes. It was as if a shadow were sweeping silently over the leaves.

      The night sky was just a thin strip between the trees high above; the light pollution from the city cast the undergrowth in dusky shades. The small, shadow-like figure reached a gap in the undergrowth on the right, and stopped abruptly: poised, breathless, heart racing.

      A strobe of blue-white lit up the surroundings as the 7.39 p.m. train to London Bridge switched from diesel, extending its metal arms to the electrified lines above. The shadow ducked down as empty glowing carriages rumbled past. There were two more flashes and the train was gone, plunging the narrow strip of undergrowth back into darkness.

      The shadow moved off again at speed, gliding soundlessly as the path curved slightly away from the tracks. The trees began to thin out to the left, exposing a row of terraced houses. Snapshots of back gardens slid past: neat dark strips with patio furniture, tool sheds, a swing set – all still in the thick night air.

      And then the house came into view. It was a Victorian terrace, like the others in the long row – three storeys of pale brick – but its owner had added a large glass extension at the back, which jutted out from the ground floor. The small shadow knew everything about the owner. Knew the layout of the house. Knew the owner’s schedule. And most importantly, knew that tonight he would be alone.

      The shadow came to a stop at the end of the garden. A large tree grew against the wire fence that backed on to the dirt track. In one place the trunk had grown around the metal, the folds of wood biting down on the rusting post like a large lipless mouth. A heavy halo of leaves burst upwards in all directions, obscuring the view of the train tracks from the house. A few nights previously, the shadow had taken this same route and had neatly clipped the edges of the wire fence, loosely tacking it back in place. The fence now pulled away easily and the shadow crouched down and crawled through the gap. The grass felt dry and the soil below was cracked from weeks of no rain. The shadow came up to its feet under the tree and in a fast, fluid motion crossed the lawn in a swoop of black.

      An air-conditioning unit was attached to the rear wall of the house. It whirred loudly, masking the faint crunch of feet on the gravel that lined the narrow path between the glass extension and the house next door. The shadow reached a low sash window and ducked down underneath the wide sill. Light shone out, casting a square of yellow on the brickwork of the neighbouring house. Pulling up the hood of the running suit, the shadow slowly inched upwards and looked over the wide windowsill.

      The man inside was in his mid-forties, tall and well-built, dressed in tan trousers and a white shirt rolled up at the sleeves. He moved around the large open-plan kitchen, took a wine glass from one of the cupboards, and poured himself a glass of red. He took a long gulp and topped up his glass. A ready meal lay on the counter, and he picked it up, slipped off its cardboard sleeve and pricked at the plastic lid with the corkscrew.

      Hatred rose in the shadow. It was intoxicating to see the man inside, knowing what was about to unfold.

      The man in the kitchen programmed the microwave and placed the meal inside. There was a beep and the digital countdown began.

      Six minutes.

      The man took another gulp of his wine and then left the kitchen. Moments later, a light came on in the bathroom window directly above where the shadow crouched. The window swung open a few inches, and there was a squeak as the shower was turned on.

      Heart hammering, the shadow outside the window worked fast: unzipping a money belt, pulling out a small flat screwdriver and easing it into the crack where the window met the sill. With a small amount of pressure, it popped open. The sash window moved up smoothly and the shadow slid in through the gap. This was it. All the planning, the years of angst and pain…

      Four minutes.

      The figure stepped down into the kitchen and moved swiftly, pulling out a small plastic syringe and squirting its clear liquid into the glass of red wine, swirling the wine around before gently placing the glass back on the black granite counter.

      The shadow stood for a moment, listening, enjoying the cool waves from the air conditioning. The black granite countertop sparkled under the lights.

      Three minutes.

      The shadow moved quickly through the kitchen, passing the wooden bannister at the base of the stairs, and slipped into a pool of darkness behind the living room door. A moment later, the man came down the stairs, wearing just a towel. The microwave gave three loud beeps to say it was finished. As the man padded past barefoot, the smell of clean skin wafted through the air. The shadow heard a clink as the man pulled cutlery from the drawer, and a scrape of a stool on the wooden floor as he sat down to eat.

      The shadow exhaled deeply, emerged from the shadows and quietly climbed the stairs.

      To watch.

      To wait.

      To exact long-awaited retribution.
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      The night air was close and humid on the quiet South London street. Moths fizzed and bumped in the orange arc of light cast by a streetlamp illuminating a row of terraced houses. Estelle Munro shuffled along the pavement, arthritis slowing her progress. When she drew close to the light, she stepped down from the pavement and onto the road. The effort to step down off the kerb made her groan, but her fear of moths outweighed the pain in her arthritic knees.

      Estelle eased her way through a gap between two parked cars and gave the streetlight a wide berth, feeling the heat from the day’s sun radiating off the tarmac. The heatwave was in its second week, pressing down on the residents of London and the south-east of England, and along with thousands of other old people Estelle’s heart was protesting. The siren of a far-off ambulance blared, seeming to echo her thoughts. She was relieved to see that the next two streetlights were broken, and slowly, painfully, she edged between two parked cars and rejoined the pavement.

      She had offered to feed her son Gregory’s cat whilst he was away. She didn’t like cats. She’d only offered so she could have a good nose around the house, and see how her son was coping since his wife, Penny, had left him, taking Estelle’s five-year-old grandson, Peter, with her.

      Estelle was out of breath and pouring with sweat when she reached the gate of Gregory’s smart terraced house. In her opinion, it was the smartest house in the whole street. She pulled a large hanky out from under her bra strap and wiped the sweat off her face.

      Light from the orange streetlight rippled across the glass front door as Estelle fished out her key. When she opened the door, she was hit by a wall of stifling heat and she stepped reluctantly inside, onto letters strewn over the mat. She flicked the light switch by the door, but the hallway remained in darkness.

      ‘Bloody hell, not again,’ she muttered, pulling the door closed behind her. As she felt around to pick up the post, she realised this was the third time the power had tripped whilst Gregory had been away. The lights in the fish tank had done it once before, and another time Penny had left the bathroom light on and the bulb had blown.

      Estelle fished her mobile phone from her handbag and, with an awkward fumble of gnarled fingers, unlocked the screen. It cast a dim halo of light a few feet in front, illuminating the pale carpet and narrow walls, and she jumped as she saw her ghostly reflection in the large mirror on the left-hand side. The half-light gave the lilies on her sleeveless blouse an inky, poisonous quality. She focused the light of her phone down onto the carpet and shuffled towards the living room door, feeling around on the inside wall for the switch, to check it wasn’t just the hall bulb that had gone. She flicked the switch on and off, but nothing happened.

      Then the screen of her phone timed out and she was plunged into total darkness. Just the sound of her laboured breathing filled the silence. She panicked, fumbling to unlock the phone. At first her arthritic fingers wouldn’t move fast enough, but finally she managed it and the light came back on, casting the front room in a circle of dim blue.

      It was stifling inside: the heat pressed down on her, closing off her ears. It was as if she were underwater. Dust particles twirled in the air; a cloud of tiny flies floated silently above a large arty china plate filled with brown wooden balls on the coffee table.

      ‘It’s just a power cut!’ she snapped, her voice resonating sharply off the iron fireplace. She was annoyed that she’d panicked. It was just the circuit breaker, nothing more. To prove there was nothing to be scared of, she would first have a drink of cold water, and then she would get the electricity back on. She turned, shuffling purposefully off towards the kitchen, her arm outstretched with the phone.

      The glass kitchen seemed cavernous in the phone’s half-light, extending out into the garden. Estelle felt vulnerable and exposed. There was a distant whoosh and a click-clack as a train passed on the track beyond the bottom of the garden. Estelle went to a cupboard and pulled down a glass tumbler. Sweat stung, as it dripped into her eyes; she wiped her face with her bare arm. She moved to the sink and filled her glass, wincing as she drank the lukewarm water.

      The light went out on the phone again, and a crash from upstairs broke the silence. Estelle dropped the tumbler. It shattered, glass spraying out on the wood floor. Her heart pulsed and pounded, and as she listened in the darkness there was another scuffling sound from above. She grabbed a rolling pin from a pot of utensils on the counter and went to the bottom of the stairs.

      ‘Who’s there? I’ve got pepper spray and I’m dialling 999!’ she shouted up into the darkness.

      There was silence. The heat was oppressive. Thoughts of snooping around her son’s house were gone. All Estelle wanted to do was to go home and watch the Wimbledon highlights in her cosy, brightly lit house.

      Something darted out of the shadows and came straight at her from the stairs above. Estelle stepped back in shock, almost dropping the phone. Then she saw it was the cat. It stopped and began to rub at her legs.

      ‘Bloody hell, you gave me a fright!’ she said, relieved, her pounding heart slowing. A foul smell floated down from the landing above. ‘Just what I need. Have you done something nasty up there? You’ve got a litter tray, and a cat flap.’

      The cat looked up at Estelle nonchalantly. For once, she was glad of its presence. ‘Come on, I’ll feed you.’

      She was comforted as the cat followed her to the cupboard under the stairs; she let it rub against her legs as she found the electricity box. When she opened the little plastic flap she saw that the power had been turned off at the mains. Strange. She flicked it on and the hall filled with light. There was a distant beep as the air conditioning whirred to life.

      She came back into the kitchen and turned on the lights. The room and her reflection bounced back at her from the huge windows. The cat jumped onto the counter and watched her quizzically as she swept up the broken tumbler. Once she had dealt with the glass, Estelle opened a sachet of cat food, squeezed it into a saucer and placed it on the stone kitchen floor. The air-conditioning was working fast. She stood for a moment and let the cool air wash over her, watching as the cat daintily licked and nibbled at the square of jellied food with its small pink tongue.

      The bad smell was intensifying, rushing into the kitchen as the air-conditioning sucked air through the house. There was a clinking as the cat licked the last of the empty saucer, then darted to the glass wall and vanished through a cat flap.

      ‘Eat and run. Leave me to clear it up,’ said Estelle. She grabbed a cloth and an old newspaper and moved to the stairs, climbing slowly, her knees complaining. The heat and the smell got worse the higher she climbed. She reached the top and moved along the brightly lit landing. Methodically, she checked the empty bathroom, the spare room, under the desk in the small office. There was no sign of a present from the cat.

      The smell was overpowering when she reached the door to the master bedroom. It caught in her throat and she gagged. Of all vile smells, cat mess is the worst, she thought.

      When she entered the bedroom, she flicked on the light. Flies buzzed and whined in the air. The dark blue duvet was thrown back on the double bed, and a naked man lay flat on his back with a plastic bag tied tight over his head, his arms tied to the headboard. His eyes were open, bulging out grotesquely against the plastic. It took her a moment to realise who it was.

      It was Gregory.

      Her son.

      Then Estelle did something she hadn’t done in years.

      She screamed.
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      It was the least enjoyable dinner party DCI Erika Foster had attended in a long while. There was an awkward silence as her host, Isaac Strong, opened the dishwasher and began to load plates and cutlery, interrupted only by the low whirr of a plug-in electric fan in the corner. It barely made a dent in the heat, instead just pushing waves of warm air across the kitchen.

      ‘Thank you, the lasagne was delicious,’ she said, as Isaac reached over to take her plate.

      ‘I used half-fat cream for the Béchamel sauce,’ he replied. ‘Could you tell?’

      ‘No.’

      Isaac went back to the dishwasher and Erika cast her eye around the kitchen. It was elegant, with a French-rustic theme: hand-painted white cabinets, work surfaces of pale wood, and a heavy Butler sink in white ceramic. Erika wondered if, as a forensic pathologist, Isaac had deliberately steered clear of stainless steel. Her eyes came to rest on Isaac’s ex-boyfriend, Stephen Linley, who sat across from her at the large kitchen table, watching her suspiciously with pursed lips. He was younger than Erika and Isaac: she guessed thirty-five. He was a strapping Adonis of a man with a beautiful face, but its expression had sly flashes that she didn’t like. She forced herself to defuse his attitude with a smile, then took a sip of wine and willed herself to say something. The silence was beginning to stretch uncomfortably.

      This didn’t usually happen when she had dinner with Isaac. Over the past year they’d shared several meals in his cosy French kitchen. They’d laughed, divulged a few secrets, and Erika had felt a strong friendship blossom. She’d been able to open up to Isaac, more than she had to anyone else, about the death of her husband, Mark, less than two years previously. And, in turn, Isaac had talked of losing the love of his life, Stephen.

      Although, whereas Mark had died tragically in the line of duty during a police raid, Stephen had broken Isaac’s heart, leaving him for another man.

      This was why it had been such a surprise to Erika to see Stephen when she’d arrived earlier that evening. In fact, not so much a surprise – it had felt more like an ambush.

      Even though she had lived in the UK for more than twenty-five years, Erika had found herself wishing this dinner were happening back in her native Slovakia. In Slovakia, people were direct.

      What’s going on? You could have warned me! Why didn’t you tell me your idiot ex-boyfriend would be here? Are you insane to let him back into your life after what he did to you?

      She’d wanted to shout when she’d come through to the kitchen, and had seen Stephen sitting languidly in shorts and a T-shirt. But she’d felt awkward, and polite British convention dictated that they all gloss over it, and pretend things were normal.

      ‘Would anyone like coffee?’ asked Isaac, closing the dishwasher and turning to face them. He was a tall, handsome man, with a head of thick dark hair swept back from a high forehead. His large brown eyes were framed by thinly shaped eyebrows, which could be arched or drawn together to communicate all manner of wry emotions. Tonight, however, he just looked embarrassed.

      Stephen swirled the white wine in his glass and looked between Erika and Isaac. ‘Coffee already? It’s barely eight o’clock, Isaac, and it’s bloody hot. Open more wine.’

      ‘No, coffee would be great, thank you,’ said Erika.

      ‘If you must have coffee, at least use the machine,’ said Stephen. He added, territorially, ‘Did he tell you? I bought him the Nespresso. Cost a fortune. From my last book advance.’

      Erika smiled blandly and took a roasted almond from a dish in the centre of the table. As she chewed, it seemed to crackle through the silence. During the awkward meal, Stephen had done most of the talking, telling them in great detail about the new crime novel he was writing. He’d also taken it upon himself to tell them all about forensic profiling, which Erika had thought was a bit rich, considering that Isaac was one of the leading forensic pathologists in the country, and that Erika herself, as a detective chief inspector with the London Metropolitan Police, had successfully solved a string of murder cases in the real world.

      Isaac started to make coffee and switched on the radio. ‘Like a Prayer’ by Madonna cut through the silence.

      ‘Turn it up! I love a bit of Madge,’ said Stephen.

      ‘Let’s have something a bit more mellow,’ said Isaac, scrolling through the radio stations until the sweet mournful strings of a violin replaced Madonna’s squeaky voice.

      ‘Allegedly, he’s a gay man,’ said Stephen, rolling his eyes.

      ‘I just think something more mellow would suit right now, Stevie,’ said Isaac.

      ‘Christ. We’re not eighty! Let’s have some fun. What do you want to do, Erika? What do you do for fun?’

      Stephen, to Erika’s eyes, was a host of contradictions. He dressed very straight, like an American Ivy League athlete, but his movements had a camp lightness to them. He crossed his legs now and pursed his lips, waiting for her answer.

      ‘I think… I’m going to go and have a cigarette,’ she said, reaching for her bag.

      ‘The door’s unlocked upstairs,’ said Isaac, looking at her with apologetic eyes. She pulled her face into a smile and left the kitchen.

      Isaac lived in a townhouse in Blackheath, near Greenwich. The spare bedroom upstairs had a small balcony. Erika opened the glass door, went outside and lit up a cigarette. She exhaled smoke into the dark sky, feeling the intensity of the evening heat. The summer night was clear, but the stars were faint against the haze of light pollution floating up from the city stretching out in front of her. She followed the path of the laser from the Greenwich Observatory, craning her head to where it vanished amongst the stars high above. She took another deep drag on her cigarette and heard the crickets singing in the dark back garden below, mixed in with the hum of traffic from the busy road behind.

      Was she being too harsh in her assessment of Isaac allowing Stephen back into his life? Was it just that she was jealous that her single friend was no longer single? No – she wanted the best for Isaac, and Stephen Linley was a toxic individual. She reflected, sadly, that there might not be room in Isaac’s life for both herself and Stephen.

      She thought of the small, sparsely furnished flat she struggled to call home, and of the lonely nights she spent in bed staring into the darkness. Erika and Mark had shared their lives in more ways than just as man and wife. They had been colleagues, joining the Greater Manchester Police in their early twenties. Erika had been a rising star in the force and was rapidly promoted to detective chief inspector, senior in rank to Mark. Mark had loved her all the more for it.

      Then, almost two years previously, Erika had led the disastrous drug raid that had resulted in the death of Mark and four of their colleagues. Afterwards, the grief and burden of guilt had at times seemed too great to bear, and she had struggled to find her place in the world without her husband. A fresh start in London had been tough, but her work in the Homicide and Serious Crime Command within the Metropolitan Police was the one thing she had been able to pour her energy into. But where she had once been a rising star in the force, now she was tainted, and her career progression had ground to a halt. She was direct, driven and a brilliant officer who didn’t suffer fools – but she had no time for the politics of the force, and she had clashed repeatedly with her superiors, making some powerful enemies.

      Erika lit another cigarette, and she was just deciding she would make an excuse to leave quickly when the glass door opened behind her. Isaac poked his head round and came onto the balcony.

      ‘I could use one of those,’ he said, closing the door and moving over to where she stood by the iron railing. She smiled and offered him the packet. He teased one out with a large, elegant hand and leaned over as she lit it for him.

      ‘Sorry, I really screwed up tonight,’ he said, straightening up and exhaling smoke.

      ‘It’s your life,’ said Erika. ‘But you could have given me a heads-up.’

      ‘It all happened so quickly. He showed up this morning on the doorstep and all day we’ve been talking and… I won’t spell it out. It was too late to cancel, not that I wanted to cancel.’

      Erika could see the angst playing over his face. ‘Isaac, you don’t need to explain yourself to me. Although, if I were you, I’d pick lust as your explanation. You were overcome by lust. It’s much more forgivable.’

      ‘I know he’s a complicated individual, but he’s different when we’re alone together. He’s vulnerable. Do you think if I approached it in the right way, if I set proper boundaries, it could work this time?’

      ‘Possibly… And at least he can’t kill you off again,’ said Erika wryly.

      Stephen had based a forensic pathologist in one of his novels on Isaac, only to kill the character off in a rather graphic gay bashing.

      ‘I’m serious. What do you think I should do?’ asked Isaac, his eyes filled with angst.

      Erika sighed and took his hand in hers. ‘You don’t want to hear what I think. I like being friends with you.’

      ‘I value your opinion, Erika. Please, tell me what I should do…’

      There was a creak as the glass door opened. Stephen emerged barefoot, carrying a full tumbler of whisky and ice. ‘Tell him what he should do? About what?’ he asked tartly.

      The awkward silence was broken by a message alert tone chiming from the depths of Erika’s bag. She pulled out her phone and read the message, frowning.

      ‘Everything okay?’ asked Isaac.

      ‘The body of a white male has been discovered in a house in Laurel Road, Honor Oak Park. Looks suspicious,’ said Erika, adding, ‘Shit, I haven’t got my car. I took a cab here.’

      ‘You’ll need to assign a forensic pathologist. I could take you in my car?’ said Isaac.

      ‘I thought you had the night off?’ Stephen demanded, indignantly.

      ‘I’m always on duty, Stevie,’ replied Isaac, looking eager to leave.

      ‘Okay, then, let’s go,’ said Erika, and couldn’t resist adding to Stephen, ‘looks like coffee from your machine will have to wait.’
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      Erika and Isaac arrived at Laurel Road half an hour later, their awkward dinner party rapidly forgotten. Police tape closed off the road in both directions and support vehicles added to the cordon: a police van, four squad cars and an ambulance. The vehicles’ blue lights pulsed across the long row of terraced houses. In several of the front windows and doorways, neighbours stood gawking at the scene.

      Detective Inspector Moss, one of Erika’s most trusted colleagues, walked over to meet their car as it pulled into a space a hundred yards down from the police cordon. She was a short, solid woman and was sweating profusely in the heat, despite her knee-length skirt and thin blouse. Her red hair was pulled back from her face, which was awash with freckles – a small group of them clustered under her eye, forming what looked like a tear. However, in contrast to this, she was upbeat, and gave Erika and Isaac a wry grin as they got out of the car.

      ‘Evening, boss, Dr Strong.’

      ‘Evening, Moss,’ said Isaac.

      ‘Evening. Who are all these people?’ Erika asked, as they approached the police tape, where a group of tired-looking men and women stood staring at the scene.

      ‘Commuters from Central London, arriving home to find their street is a crime scene,’ said Moss.

      ‘But I live just there,’ one man was saying, pointing with his briefcase to a house two doors down. His face was flushed and weary, his thinning hair plastered to his head. When Moss, Erika and Isaac drew level with him at the police tape, he looked to them, hoping they had come to give different news.

      ‘I’m DCI Foster, the senior investigating officer, and this is Dr Strong, our forensic pathologist,’ said Erika flashing her ID at the uniformed officer. ‘Get in contact with the council, organise these people beds for the night.’

      ‘Very good, ma’am,’ said the uniformed officer, signing them all in. They ducked under the police tape before they could get involved with the commuters protesting at the thought of a night on camp beds.

      The front door of 14 Laurel Road was wide open, and lights blazed from the hallway, which was busy with CSIs wearing dark blue overalls and face masks. Erika, Isaac and Moss were handed overalls, and they suited up on a patch of shingle in the tiny front garden.

      ‘The body’s upstairs, front bedroom,’ said Moss. ‘Victim’s mother came over to feed the cat. Thought he was away on holiday in the south of France but, as you’ll see, he never made it to the airport.’

      ‘Where is the mother now?’ asked Erika, stepping into the thin overalls.

      ‘She was overcome by the shock and heat. Uniform just went with her to University Hospital, Lewisham. We’ll need to get a statement when she’s recovered,’ said Moss, zipping up her own suit.

      ‘Just give me a few minutes to examine the scene,’ said Isaac, as he pulled up the hood of his own suit. Erika nodded, and he went off into the house.

      

      The heat, volume of people and bright lights all helped to tip the temperature in the upstairs bedroom to over forty degrees centigrade. Isaac, with his team of three assistants and the crime scene photographer, worked in an efficient, respectful silence.

      The victim lay naked on his back in the double bed. He had a tall, athletic frame. His arms were pulled up and outwards and tied to the headboard with thin twine, which was biting into the flesh of his wrists. His legs were splayed, feet apart. A clear plastic bag was moulded to his head, the features distorted underneath.

      Erika always found naked corpses much more difficult to deal with. Death was undignified enough, without being exposed in this way. She resisted the urge to place the sheet over his lower body.

      ‘The victim is Dr Gregory Munro, forty-six years old,’ said Moss, as they stood around the bed. His brown eyes were wide open and surprisingly clear beneath the plastic, but his tongue was beginning to swell and poke through his teeth.

      ‘Doctor of what?’ asked Erika.

      ‘He’s the local GP. Owns and manages the Hilltop Medical Practice on Crofton Park Road,’ replied Moss. Erika looked over at Isaac, who was standing on the opposite side of the bed, examining the body.

      ‘Can you give me a cause of death?’ asked Erika. ‘I’m assuming asphyxiation, but…’

      Isaac released the victim’s head, the chin coming to rest on the bare chest. ‘The evidence points to asphyxiation, but I’ll need to determine that the bag wasn’t placed over his head post-mortem.’

      ‘A sex game gone wrong? Autoasphyxiation?’ asked Moss.

      ‘Hypothetically, yes. But we can’t rule out foul play.’

      ‘Time of death?’ asked Erika, hopefully. She was now sweating profusely under her crime scene overalls.

      ‘Don’t push it,’ said Isaac. ‘I won’t be able to give you a time of death until I’ve had a closer look and opened him up. Extreme heat or cold slows putrefaction: in the case of the heat in this room, it’s drying out the body. You can see the flesh has started to discolour.’ He pointed to where the skin was blooming in shades of green around the abdomen. ‘This could indicate he has been here for a few days, but, as I say, I’ll need to perform the post-mortem.’

      Erika cast her eye around the room. A long wardrobe of heavy wood lined the wall next to the door, and in the nook of the bay window there was a matching dresser with a mirror. To the left of the window was a tall set of drawers. Every surface was clear: there were no books or ornaments, or any of the general detritus that accumulates in a bedroom. It was very neat. Almost too neat.

      ‘Was he married?’ asked Erika.

      ‘Yes. The wife is no longer on the scene. They’ve been separated for a few months,’ said Moss.

      ‘It’s very tidy, for a newly single man,’ said Erika. ‘Unless the attacker cleaned up,’ she added.

      ‘What? Had a vacuum round before he scarpered?’ asked Moss. ‘I wish he’d pay me a visit. You should see my place.’

      Despite the heat, Erika saw a couple of the crime scene officers working around the body hide their smiles.

      ‘Moss, not the right time.’

      ‘Sorry, boss.’

      ‘I think the arms were tied post-mortem,’ said Isaac, gently indicating the wrist area with his latex-gloved finger. The skin around the armpits was stretched in white lines against the shades of waxy skin underneath. ‘There’s very little abrasion on the wrists.’

      ‘So he was already in bed when the attack happened?’ asked Erika.

      ‘Possibly,’ replied Isaac.

      ‘There’s no discarded clothes. He could have undressed normally for bed and tidied them away,’ said Moss.

      ‘So someone could have been hiding under the bed or in the wardrobe, or could have come through the window?’ asked Erika, blinking as sweat ran down her forehead into her eyes.

      ‘That’s for you to find out,’ said Isaac.

      ‘Yes, it is. Lucky me,’ replied Erika.

      

      Erika and Moss came downstairs to the open-plan living area, where a team of crime scene technicians was working on the rest of the house. One of the technicians approached them. Erika hadn’t met him before. He was in his early thirties, with a handsome face and a high Nordic forehead. Sweat glistened through his blond hair. When he reached Erika, he looked up, realising how tall she was at just over six foot.

      ‘DCI Foster? I’m Nils Åkerman, crime scene manager,’ he said. He had a slight Swedish accent under his perfect English.

      ‘You’re new?’ asked Moss.

      ‘To London? Yes. To murder and mayhem, no.’ Nils had a pleasant, handsome face and, like many people who dealt with death and horror on a daily basis, seemed respectfully detached, with a dark sense of humour.

      ‘Good to meet you,’ said Erika. Their latex gloves crackled as they shook hands.

      ‘What do you know already?’ he asked.

      ‘Take us through it from the top,’ said Erika.

      ‘Okay. So the mother shows up around seven-thirty to feed the cat. Lets herself in with a key. The power had been switched off at the mains when she arrived. And it looks as though it had been off for a few days. The contents of the fridge and freezer were decaying.’

      Erika looked over to the large stainless steel fridge-freezer, where a couple of brightly coloured child’s finger paintings were attached with magnets.

      ‘The Internet and phone connections had also been cut off,’ added Nils.

      ‘Cut off from not paying the bill?’ asked Erika.

      ‘No, the Internet cable itself was cut,’ said Nils, moving to the kitchen counter and holding up a plastic evidence bag containing two pieces of cable. One was connected to a small modem. He held up another bag. ‘This is the victim’s mobile phone. The SIM card and battery are missing.’

      ‘Where was it found?’ asked Erika.

      ‘On the bedside table. It was still plugged in and connected to the charger.’

      ‘There’s no other phone in the house?’

      ‘Just the landline downstairs.’

      ‘So, whoever did this took the SIM and battery out of the phone after it had been put on the bedside table to charge?’ said Moss.

      Nils nodded. ‘It’s a possibility.’

      ‘Hang on, hang on,’ said Erika. ‘Was there anything else on the bedside table? The bedroom looks very bare.’

      ‘Apart from the phone, there was nothing else,’ said Nils. ‘We did, however, find these in the bedside table drawer.’ He held up another evidence bag containing four gay porn magazines: copies of Black Inches, Ebony and Latino Males.

      ‘He was gay?’ asked Erika.

      ‘And married,’ added Moss.

      ‘How old was he again?’

      ‘Forty-six,’ replied Moss. ‘He was separated from his wife. But these magazines are old. Look, they’re issues dated 2001. Why would he keep them here?’

      ‘So they were hidden, and he was secretly gay?’ asked Erika.

      ‘Maybe they’d been stashed away for years. Maybe he liberated them from the attic when his marriage broke down,’ said Nils.

      ’That’s too many maybe’s for my liking,’ said Erika.

      ‘We found the packaging for an individual microwave lasagna on the kitchen island. It was on a plate, and beside it was an empty wine glass and a half-full bottle of red wine. We’re about to send them off to the lab,’ said Nils. ‘You should also see this.’

      He took them through the large kitchen, past a big sagging sofa covered in felt-tip pen marks and a large tea stain. An overflowing box of toys sat between the edge of the sofa and the glass back wall looking out over the garden. The glass had been retracted, allowing the three of them to step out onto wooden decking. Erika savoured the drop in temperature. Floodlights had been put up in the back garden, which Erika could see extended down to a murky thicket of trees, where several figures in overalls were crouched down, examining the grass.

      They doubled back down a narrow gravel passage along the outside glass wall and came to a sash window, which was level with the sink in the kitchen. A drain below was giving off an evil, vomit-like smell.

      ‘We’ve dusted the window, the gutter pipes, the window of the house next door,’ Nils said. ‘Nothing. We did find this, though.’ He turned their attention to the base of the white-painted sash window. ‘See here, in the wood?’ His latex-gloved finger hovered over a small square impression in the gloss paint, no more than half a centimetre wide. ‘The window was forced up using a blunt flat instrument, perhaps a screwdriver.’

      ‘This window was closed when you arrived on the scene?’ asked Erika.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Good work,’ she said, looking back at the tiny impression in the paint. ‘Were there any footprints you could get from the gravel here?’

      ‘A mixture of vague impressions, could be a small pair of feet, but nothing we can make a cast from. Now, if we can come back inside,’ said Nils. They followed him back round the house, through the glass doors, into the kitchen to the other side of the sash window.

      ‘Can you see here, there should be sash stops,’ said Nils, indicating two small square holes on either side of the sash window frame.

      ‘What’s a sash stop?’ asked Moss.

      ‘Two small plastic hooks, which work on springs poking out of the inside of the upper second sash frame. They are there to stop the bottom frame of the window from being forced upwards. They’ve been removed.’

      ‘Could Gregory Munro have removed them?’ asked Erika.

      ‘Not if he was worried about being burgled, which I think he was. The house has a top-of-the-range security system. Motion sensor lights in the back garden. When the power was cut, it should have triggered the alarm. That’s what they are designed to do – but nothing.’

      ‘So, whoever did this removed the sash stops from this window and knew the combination of the security alarm?’ asked Erika.

      ‘Yes, it’s a theory,’ said Nils. ‘There’s one more thing.’ He took them back out through the glass doors. When they reached the bottom of the garden, they ducked down to look under the tree and found the wire fence had been propped open.

      ‘The garden backs on to the train tracks and the Honor Oak nature reserve,’ said Nils. ‘I think this was the access point. Fence was clipped with wire cutters.’

      ‘Shit,’ said Moss. ‘Who the hell do you think did this?’

      ‘We need to find out more about this Dr Gregory Munro,’ said Erika, staring up at the house. ‘That’s where we’ll find our answers.’
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      It was an old desktop PC on a large creaky metal stand with wheels, tucked in under the stairs of a modest house. The chat room home screen popped up. It was basic, no fancy graphics. The mainstream chat rooms were moderated, but this one occupied the backwaters of the Internet where the pond scum could thrive.

      There was a beep on the screen and the name of a user called DUKE flashed up and started to type.

      
        
        DUKE: Any1 up?

        

      

      The hands moved fast across the keyboard, eager to talk.

      
        
        NIGHT OWL: I’m always up, Duke.

        

      

      
        
        DUKE: Night Owl, where you been?

        

      

      
        
        NIGHT OWL: Busy. I’ve gone three days straight without sleep. Almost my record.

        

      

      
        
        DUKE: My record is four. The crazy, trippy hallucinations were almost worth it. Naked girls. So real ***bites knuckle***

        

      

      
        
        NIGHT OWL: Ha! I wish my hallucinations were so friendly. I can’t stand to have the lights on, they cause me pain… But then the shadows seem to come alive. Blank eyeless faces watch me from the corner of my eyes. And I see him.

        

      

      
        
        DUKE: You having a tough time of it?

        

      

      
        
        NIGHT OWL: I’m used to it… You know.

        

      

      
        
        DUKE: Yeah. I do.

        

      

      
        
        DUKE: So? Did you do it?

        

      

      
        
        NIGHT OWL: Yes.

        

      

      
        
        DUKE: Seriously?

        

      

      
        
        NIGHT OWL: Yes.

        

      

      
        
        DUKE: You used the suicide bag?

        

      

      
        
        NIGHT OWL: Yes.

        

      

      
        
        DUKE: How long did it take?

        

      

      
        
        NIGHT OWL: Almost four minutes. He fought against it, despite the drugs.

        

      

      There was a pause. A bubble popped up, saying ‘DUKE typing…’ Then the screen fell silent for a moment.

      
        
        NIGHT OWL: U still there?

        

      

      
        
        DUKE: Yeah. I never thought you’d do it.

        

      

      
        
        NIGHT OWL: Did you think I was bullshitter, like most of the people online?

        

      

      
        
        DUKE: No.

        

      

      
        
        NIGHT OWL: You don’t think I’m strong enough?

        

      

      
        
        DUKE: NO!

        

      

      
        
        NIGHT OWL: Good, because I’m serious. I’ve had too many years of people underestimating me. Thinking I’m weak. Walking all over me. Abusing me. I am NOT WEAK. I have POWER. Mental and physical POWER, and I’ve unlocked it.

        

      

      
        
        DUKE: I don’t doubt you.

        

      

      
        
        NIGHT OWL: Don’t you dare.

        

      

      
        
        DUKE: I’m sorry. I never doubt you. Ever.

        

      

      
        
        DUKE: How did it feel?

        

      

      
        
        NIGHT OWL: Like God.

        

      

      
        
        DUKE: We don’t believe in God.

        

      

      
        
        NIGHT OWL: What if I am HIM?

        

      

      A few minutes passed with nothing, and then DUKE wrote.

      
        
        DUKE: So what happens now?

        

      

      
        
        NIGHT OWL: This is just the beginning. The Doctor was just the first on my list. I have the next one in my sights.
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      Erika pulled into the car park of Lewisham Row police station just before eight the next morning. Work at the crime scene had gone on until the early hours, and she’d only had time for a couple of hours’ sleep and a shower before coming into work. The hot air was thick with exhaust fumes as she stepped out of her car, and lorries crunched gears as they crawled past on the ring road. There was a distant whirr and clank from the cranes working on the high-rise buildings that were dotted around in various stages of development – the squat concrete building of the station was dwarfed in comparison. Erika locked her car and made her way across the car park to the main entrance, grumpy from lack of sleep, already sweating and in need of a cold drink.

      It was cooler inside the reception area, but the warmth, mingling with a nasty cocktail of vomit and disinfectant, wasn’t improving the atmosphere. Sergeant Woolf sat hunched over his desk, filling out a form. His stomach hung over his trousers, and his round jowly face was red and glistening with sweat. A tall, thin lad in a grubby tracksuit stood waiting nearby, eyeing his belongings nestled in a plastic tub on the desk: a brand new iPhone and two packets of cigarettes still sealed in plastic. The lad’s gaunt, hungry face didn’t match the expensive belongings he was waiting for, and Erika had a feeling it wouldn’t be long before he was back.

      ‘Morning. Any joy on getting them to serve iced coffee down in the canteen?’ Erika asked.

      ‘Nope,’ said Woolf, rubbing at his face with a hairy forearm. ‘They seem to have no problem dishing up the food stone-cold; I don’t see why they can’t do it with the coffee.’

      Erika grinned. The thin lad rolled his eyes. ‘Yeah, ’ave a chat, cos I’ve got nowhere to be. I just want my iPhone back. It’s mine.’

      ‘This was seized at the scene of a crime four months ago, you can wait another ten minutes,’ said Woolf, giving him a hard stare. He put down the pen and buzzed Erika through a door into the main part of the police station. ‘Marsh is already here, said he wants to see you as soon as you’re in.’

      ‘Right,’ said Erika. She went through the door and the buzzing stopped as it closed behind her. She passed empty offices in the stuffy, fluorescent-lit corridor. It was still early in the day, but lots of officers had taken holiday and the atmosphere seemed to have clicked down a gear.

      She took the lift up to her boss’s office on the top floor. She knocked and, when she heard a muffled reply, entered. Detective Chief Superintendent Marsh stood with his back to her in front of the window, looking out over the concrete sprawl of cranes and traffic. He was tall and broad, and his close-cropped hair was a spray of salt and pepper. When he turned, Erika saw that his lips were locked around a bright green straw, which led down to a large Starbucks iced coffee. He was handsome, if exhausted. He raised his eyebrows and swallowed.

      ‘Morning, Sir,’ she said.

      ‘Morning, Erika. Here, thought you could use one too.’ Marsh went to his messy desk and picked up another iced coffee, which he handed to her with a paper wrapped straw. The cup left a large wet ring on the printout of the preliminary report on Gregory Munro’s murder, which Erika had emailed through in the early hours of the morning.

      ‘Thank you, sir.’ Erika took the cup and whilst she fiddled with the paper-wrapped straw, cast her eye around his office. It was a mess; she always said to herself that it was a mix of high authority and teenage boy’s bedroom. There were certificates on the wall, a large unit whose shelves were stacked untidily with case files, and papers peeping out from the edges of overstuffed drawers. The bin was overflowing, but, rather than do something about it, Marsh had simply balanced a couple of plastic sandwich boxes and empty coffee cups on top of the rubbish and so they now tottered a foot above the brim. There were dead plants strewn across the windowsill, and a coat stand lay in pieces along one wall. Erika wasn’t sure if it had snapped under the weight of things piled onto it, or if Marsh had snapped it in two in a petulant rage she’d had the pleasure of avoiding.

      She got the thin paper wrapping off the green straw, popped it through the hole in the plastic dome of her cup and took a sip, enjoying the delicious coolness of the iced coffee.

      ‘Okay, sir, what is this about, the decent coffee? Is this because you’re off on holiday?’

      He grinned and sat, indicating she should too. ‘Yes, two weeks in the south of France, and I cannot wait. Right, well, I read your report. Gay bashing last night, nasty stuff.’

      ‘I don’t know if it was a gay bashing, sir…’

      ‘It’s got gay bashing written all over it: male victim, gay porn, asphyxiation. He’s a doctor on a good wage. My best guess is that he hired a rent boy. They get kinky. Rent boy does a number on him. Was anything taken?’

      ‘No. Sir, as I said, I don’t think it was a straightforward gay bashing. I didn’t class it as that in my preliminary report.’ She saw Marsh’s look of confusion. ‘Sir, you have read my report?’

      ‘Course I’ve read it!’ he snapped.

      Erika picked up the report lying on his desk, the ink now blooming out in a wet circle. She saw it was a single sheet. She got up and went to Marsh’s printer, opened the paper drawer, pulled out a block of paper, put it in the printer and closed the drawer.

      ‘What are you doing?’ he asked. There was a click and a whirr and when the second page of the report came out, she handed it to him and sat back down. He read it and went grey.

      ‘Sir, there were signs that this was planned in advance. The security alarms were disabled, the phone lines had been cut, and we haven’t found any fingerprints or bodily fluids other than the victim’s.’

      ‘Bloody hell, this is all we need. I thought it was just a gay bashing.’

      ‘Just a gay bashing, sir?’

      ‘You know what I mean. Gay bashings are – well, they’re not so media sensitive.’ Marsh studied the report again. ‘Bloody hell, Gregory Munro was the local GP, a family man. What’s the address again?’

      ‘Laurel Road. Honor Oak Park.’

      ‘That’s a good postcode, too. Sorry, Erika. It’s been a long week… You could have numbered your pages.’

      ‘They are numbered, sir. I’m waiting on the results of the post-mortem and forensics from Isaac Strong. We’ll be looking through the victim’s computer hard drive and phone. I’m off to brief my team now.’

      ‘Okay, keep me in the loop. Anything new, I want to hear about it. I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Erika. The sooner we catch this bastard, the better.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      The incident room at Lewisham Row was a large, airless communal office. Harsh strip lighting cast the police officers inside in an unflinching glare. Glass partitions on either side faced onto corridors, and running along one side of the glass partition was a bank of printers and photocopiers. Erika stood at one of the printers, feeling a familiar tingling mix of anticipation, horror and excitement as she read the preliminary findings that had been sent through from the post-mortem on Gregory Munro. The pages emerged one by one, the paper warm to the touch.

      Her team was already hard at work, many of the officers having come from the crime scene after just a few hours’ sleep. Sergeant Crane – the blond-haired, perpetually active engine of the incident room – moved between the desks, preparing for the briefing with a pile of printouts. Moss was manning the ringing phones with Detective Constable Singh, a small, pretty officer with a sharp mind. A new member of the team, Detective Constable Warren, was pinning up the case evidence gathered so far on the vast whiteboards covering the back wall. He was an enthusiastic, good-looking young lad.

      Detective Inspector Peterson entered and regarded the busy incident room. He was a tall, handsome black officer with a crop of short dreadlocks. Along with Moss, he had become one of Erika’s most trusted colleagues. His cool, smart sophistication provided a good balance for Moss’s down-to-earth crudeness.

      ‘Good holiday, Peterson?’ asked Erika, looking up from the report.

      ‘Yeah. Barbados. Peace, quiet, sandy beaches… This looks the opposite,’ he replied wistfully, but Erika’s attention was already back in her report. Peterson sat at his desk and looked around at the stark shabbiness of the incident room.

      Moss put her hand over the phone. ‘You sure you’ve been away? You don’t look like you’ve caught much of a tan…’

      ‘Ha, ha. I had a bowl of porridge for breakfast this morning with more colour than you,’ Peterson grinned.

      ‘It’s good to have you back,’ she winked, before going back to her call.

      ‘Okay, good morning everyone,’ said Erika, moving to the front of the room. She pulled out a series of crime scene photos and began to stick them to the whiteboard.

      ‘Victim is forty-six-year-old Gregory Munro. Local GP.’ The incident room fell silent as they absorbed the photos. ‘I know some of you were at the scene last night, but, for the benefit of those who weren’t, I’ll take you through what happened.’

      The officers remained silent as Erika recapped the previous evening’s events. ‘Forensics have just got back with the toxicology and preliminary findings from the post-mortem. There was a small amount of alcohol in the victim’s blood, but a very high level of Flunitrazepam: 98 micrograms per litre. Flunitrazepam being the generic name for Rohypnol, or Roofies.’

      ‘Everyone’s favourite date rape drug,’ said Peterson, dryly.

      ‘Yes. Residue of the drug was found in a wine glass at the scene, in the kitchen,’ replied Erika.

      ‘His drink must have been spiked. Unless he wanted to kill himself? As a doctor, he’d have known such a high dosage could kill him,’ said Moss.

      ‘Yes, but it didn’t kill him. He died from asphyxiation. You can see the clear plastic bag tied tight over his head with a length of thin white cord.’ Erika pointed to a photo of Gregory Munro staring blankly through the plastic. ‘His hands had been tied post-mortem. Gay porn magazines were also found in his bedside drawer. So, the magazines, the asphyxiation with a bag, coupled with the date rape drug means we’ll need to rule out any sexual element. There were no signs that he had been raped, no swabs of hair or bodily fluids found other than his own…’ Erika paused and regarded the officers staring back at her. ‘So, I want us to work on the assumption that someone broke into the house, and Gregory Munro was drugged, then asphyxiated. I also believe that this wasn’t random. Nothing was taken, no money or valuables. The phone lines and power were cut, which indicates a level of planning involved, and whoever did this needed to have disabled the security system before they cut the power.

      ‘Now, I want the usual drill: a door-to-door on Laurel Road and the surrounding streets. Uniform has already made progress with this, but I want everyone who lives on that street, or who was in the area, interviewed. Pull all records on Gregory Munro: bank, phone, emails, social media, friends and family. He was separated from his wife so I presume he’d contacted a solicitor: find out. Find out if he was on any gay dating sites. Also, get the hard drive of his phone, check for any gay dating apps. He might have hired a rent boy. He’s also the local GP; find out everything you can about his work – did he have problems with colleagues or patients?’

      Erika went to the whiteboard and indicated photos taken of the garden.

      ‘The killer accessed the house through the fence, which backs onto the train tracks and a small nature reserve. Pull any CCTV that you can find on and around the train tracks, plus stuff from the nearest train stations and surrounding streets. Crane, you’ll co-ordinate things here in the incident room.’

      ‘Yes, boss,’ said Crane.

      ‘I think Gregory Munro knew the person who did this, and unlocking his personal life will help us unlock the whereabouts of the killer. Okay, let’s get to work. We’ll reconvene here at six to share our findings.’

      The officers in the incident room sprang into life.

      ‘Is there any news on Gregory Munro’s mother?’ asked Erika, moving over to where Moss and Peterson were sitting.

      ‘She’s still in hospital in Lewisham. She’s made a good recovery, but they’re waiting for a doctor to discharge her,’ said Moss.

      ‘Okay. Let’s pay her a visit – you too, Peterson.’

      ‘You don’t think she’s a suspect?’ asked Moss.

      ‘No, but mothers are often a hive of information,’ said Erika.

      ‘I know what you mean. Mine has her nose in everybody’s business,’ said Peterson, getting up and grabbing his jacket.

      ‘Then let’s hope Estelle Munro is the same,’ said Erika.
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