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            Chapter One

          

          Monday, 2 October 2017

        

      

    

    
      Detective Chief Inspector Erika Foster shielded her eyes from the pelting rain as she and Detective Inspector Moss hurried along the South Bank, a paved walkway lining the southern bank of London’s River Thames. The tide was low, cutting a brown swathe through the silt, bricks and rubbish littering the exposed riverbed. In the pocket of her long black jacket, Erika’s radio gave a tinny burst and she heard the officer at the crime scene asking their location. She pulled it out and replied: ‘This is DCI Foster. We’re two minutes away.’

      It was still the morning rush hour, but the day was already darkening, with a gloomy fog descending. They picked up the pace and hurried on past the tall IBM headquarters, and the pale squat ITV Studios building. Here the South Bank curved sharply to the right before widening out to a tree-lined avenue leading down to the National Theatre and the Hungerford Bridge.

      ‘It’s down there, boss,’ said Moss, slowing breathlessly.

      On the exposed riverbed, ten feet below, a small group of people gathered on a man-made beach of pale sand, tucked into the corner where the South Bank curved to the right. Erika massaged her ribs, feeling where she was getting a stitch. At just over six feet tall, she towered over Moss, and her short blonde hair was plastered to her head by the rain.

      ‘You should ease off the cigarettes,’ said Moss, looking up at her. She pushed wet strands of red hair away from her face. Her plump cheeks were flushed from running, and her face was covered in a mass of freckles.

      ‘You should ease off the Mars Bars,’ Erika shot back.

      ‘I am. I’m down to one for breakfast, one for lunch and a proper dinner.’

      ‘I’m the same with the cigs,’ smiled Erika.

      They came to a set of stone steps leading down to the Thames. They were stained at intervals with tidemarks, and the last two steps were slippery with algae. The beach was four metres wide and ended abruptly where the dirty brown water churned past. Erika and Moss pulled out their warrant cards, and the huddle of people parted to let them through to where a special constable was attempting to protect a large, battered, brown cloth suitcase, half buried in the sand.

      ‘I’ve tried to move them all up, ma’am, but I didn’t want to leave the scene unattended,’ said the young woman peering up at Erika through the rain. She was small and thin, but had a determined glint in her eye.

      ‘You on your own?’ asked Erika, glancing down at the suitcase. Through a ragged hole in one end two pale bloated fingers were poking out.

      She nodded. ‘The other special I’m on duty with had to go and deal with an alarm going off in one of the office blocks,’ she said.

      ‘This isn’t on,’ said Moss. ‘There should always be two specials. So you’re coming off the night shift in central London, alone?’

      ‘OK, Moss—’ started Erika.

      ‘No, it’s not okay, boss. These people volunteer! Why can’t they pay for more police officers?’

      ‘I joined the specials to gain experience to become a full-time officer—’

      ‘We need to clear this area before we lose all chance of forensic evidence,’ interrupted Erika.

      Moss nodded and she and the special started to herd the gawking people towards the steps. Erika noticed at the end of the small beach, next to the high wall, two small holes had been dug out by an older man with long grey hair, wearing a multicoloured poncho. He was oblivious to the people and the rain, and carried on digging. Erika pulled out her radio and called in for any uniformed officers in the vicinity. There was an ominous silence. She saw the man in the coloured poncho was ignoring Moss, and carrying on digging.

      ‘I need you to move up there, back up the stairs,’ said Erika, moving away from the suitcase towards him. He looked up at her and carried on smoothing his pile of sand, which was saturated by the rain. ‘Excuse me. You. I’m talking to you.’

      ‘And who are you?’ he asked imperiously, looking her up and down.

      ‘Detective Chief Inspector Erika Foster,’ she said, flashing her warrant card. ‘This is a crime scene. And you need to leave. Now.’

      He stopped digging and looked almost comically affronted.

      ‘Are you allowed to be so rude?’

      ‘When people obstruct a crime scene, yes.’

      ‘But this is my only income. I’m allowed to exhibit my sand sculptures here. I have a permit from Westminster Council.’

      He rummaged in his poncho and retrieved a laminated card with his photo, which rapidly spotted with rain.

      A voice came from Erika’s radio. ‘This is PC Warford, with PC Charles…’ She could see two young officers hurrying towards the crowd of people by the steps.

      ‘Coordinate with DI Moss. I want the South Bank closed off, fifty feet in each direction,’ she said into her radio, then stuffed it back in her pocket. The man was still holding out his permit. ‘You can put that away.’

      ‘You have a very unfortunate manner,’ he said, squinting up at her.

      ‘I do, and it would be very unfortunate if I had to arrest you. Now go on, up there.’

      He slowly got to his feet. ‘Is that how you talk to a witness?’

      ‘What did you witness?’

      ‘I uncovered the suitcase when I was digging.’

      ‘It was buried in the sand?’

      ‘Partly. It wasn’t there yesterday. I dig here every day; the sand gets shifted by the tide.’

      ‘Why do you dig here every day?’

      ‘I’m a sand sculpture artist,’ he stated pompously. ‘That is usually my spot. I do a mermaid sitting aloft a rock with fish jumping; it’s very popular with—’

      ‘Did you touch the suitcase, or move anything?’ said Erika.

      ‘Of course not. I stopped when I saw… When I saw the suitcase was split and there was… fingers, protruding…’

      Erika could see he was scared.

      ‘Okay. Go up to the walkway, we’ll need to take a statement from you.’

      The two officers and the special had cordoned off the walkway. Moss joined her as the old man staggered off to the steps. They were now the only two people on the beach.

      Pulling on latex gloves, they moved to the suitcase. The fingers poking through the hole in the brown material were swollen, with blackened fingernails. Moss gently worked the sand away from the seams, and exposed the rusted zipper. It took Erika several gentle tugs, but it yielded, and the suitcase sagged open as she unzipped. Moss moved to help, and they slowly lifted it open. A little water spilled out, and the naked body of a man was crammed inside. Moss stepped backwards, putting her arm up to her nose. The smell of rotting flesh and stagnant water hit the back of their throats. Erika closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them. The limbs were white and muscular. The flesh had the appearance of raw suet and was starting to flake away, in places exposing the bone. Erika gently lifted the torso. Tucked underneath was a head, with black wispy hair.

      ‘Jeez, he’s been decapitated,’ said Moss, indicating the neck.

      ‘And the legs have been chopped off to fit inside,’ finished Erika. The bloated, badly beaten face was unrecognisable. A swollen black tongue protruded from between large purple lips. She gently placed the torso back over the head, and closed the suitcase. ‘We need forensics down here. Fast. I don’t know how long we’ve got until the tide comes back in.’
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      An hour later the forensics team were at the crime scene. The rain continued to pour, and the fog thickened, obscuring the tops of the surrounding buildings. Despite the rain, crowds had gathered at each end of the police cordon to gawk at a large white forensics tent which had been erected over the body in the suitcase. It glowed ominously against the murky water rushing past.

      It was hot inside the tent. Despite the cold, the bright lights in the small space were causing the temperature to soar. Erika and Moss had changed into blue crime scene coveralls, and were with Forensic Pathologist Isaac Strong, who was crouched down by the suitcase with his two assistants, and the crime scene photographer. Isaac was a tall, lean man. His soft brown eyes and thinly shaped eyebrows were the only things to identify who he was through his hood and face mask.

      ‘What can you tell us?’ asked Erika.

      ‘The body has been in the water for some time; you can see this yellow and green discolouration on the skin,’ he said, indicating the chest and the abdomen. ‘The cool temperature of the water will have slowed decay—’

      ‘That’s decay slowed down?’ said Moss, putting up a hand to her mask. The smell was overpowering. They paused, all staring at the battered naked body, at how neatly the pieces had been packed inside: a leg each side of the torso; the knee joints folded into the top right and bottom left corner; arms crossed over the chest and the decapitated head tucked neatly underneath. One of Isaac’s assistants unzipped a small pocket on the inside of the suitcase lid and pulled out a small clear plastic ziplock bag containing a gold wedding band, a watch, and a man’s gold chain necklace. She held it up to the light, her eyes wide over her protective mask.

      ‘They could be his valuables, but where are his clothes?’ said Erika. ‘It’s like he’s been packed, not dumped. Is there any ID?’ she added hopefully.

      The crime scene photographer leaned in and fired off two shots. They winced at the flash. Isaac’s assistant searched the pocket with a gloved hand. She shook her head.

      ‘Dismembering the body in this way, the precision, and packing in the valuables shows forward planning,’ said Isaac.

      ‘And why pack in the valuables with the body? Why not take them? It’s almost like whoever did this is taking the piss,’ said Moss.

      ‘It makes me think it could be gangland or drug related, but that’s for you to find out,’ said Isaac. Erika nodded as one of his assistants lifted the torso and the photographer took a shot of the victim’s decapitated head.

      ‘Okay, that’s me done,’ said the photographer.

      ‘Let’s get the body moved,’ said Isaac. ‘We’ve got the tide to contend with.’

      Erika looked down and saw one of the footprints in the sand was beginning to fill with swirling water. A young guy in overalls appeared at the opening of the tent with a fresh black body bag on a stretcher.

      Erika and Moss stepped outside, and watched as Isaac’s assistants unzipped the body bag, spread it open, then gently lifted the suitcase towards the stretcher. Four feet off the sand it caught, and they almost lost their footing.

      ‘Hang on, stop, stop, stop!’ said Erika, moving back into the tent. A torch was shone onto the underside of the dripping suitcase. A length of pale rope had become entangled in the material, which was starting to bulge and fray under the weight of the body inside.

      ‘Scissors, quickly,’ snapped Isaac. A pair of sterile scissors were quickly unwrapped and handed to him. He leaned underneath and neatly clipped off the rope, allowing them to lift the suitcase clear. It disintegrated as it was laid on the stretcher. He handed over the scissors and rope, and they were bagged up and labelled. Then the body bag was zipped up, enveloping the suitcase.

      ‘I’ll be in touch when I’ve completed the autopsy,’ said Isaac. He left with his two assistants as they started to push the stretcher, wheeling it awkwardly across the sand, leaving deep tracks.

      

      When Erika and Moss had handed over their coveralls, they came back up onto the paved walkway of the South Bank and saw Nils Åkerman, the head of forensics, had just arrived with his team of five CSIs. They would now attempt to gather forensic evidence from the scene. Erika looked back at the water encroaching the beach and doubted they would have much luck.

      Nils was a tall, thin man with piercing blue eyes, which today were a little bloodshot, and he appeared fed up and exhausted.

      ‘Nice weather for ducks,’ he said, nodding at them as he passed. He spoke excellent English with a faint Swedish accent. Erika and Moss were handed umbrellas and they watched as Nils and his team moved across the shrinking beach. The water was now less than a foot from the tent, and was speeding past, swelled by the rainwater.

      ‘I never get his sense of humour,’ said Moss. ‘Can you see any ducks?’

      ‘I think he meant ducks would enjoy this weather, and who says he meant it as a joke?’

      ‘But he said it like it was a joke. It’s the Swedish sense of humour, I’ve heard it’s really weird.’

      ‘Anyway, let’s focus,’ said Erika. ‘The suitcase could have been dumped further upriver and got snagged on the rope as it was carried by the tide.’

      ‘There’s miles of riverbank where it could have been chucked in,’ said Moss. Erika looked up at the buildings and across the busy water. A barge was chugging past, belching out black smoke, and two long, low Thames Clipper water taxis were slicing their way against the tide in the other direction.

      ‘This would be a pretty stupid place to chuck in a body,’ said Erika. ‘It’s overlooked by offices, open round the clock. And you’d have to carry it all the way along the South Bank, past all the bars and offices, CCTV, witnesses.’

      ‘Stupid is as stupid does. It could be a shrewd place for a ballsy person to dump a body. So many back roads where they could disappear,’ said Moss.

      ‘That’s not helpful.’

      ‘Well, boss, we shouldn’t underestimate whoever did this. Or should I say, misunderestimate?’

      Erika rolled her eyes. ‘Come on, lets grab a sandwich and get back to the nick.’
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      It was late afternoon when Erika and Moss arrived back at Lewisham Row Police Station, and they were both drenched from the rain, which hadn’t let up. The construction work around the station, which was just beginning when Erika was first assigned to south London, was almost complete, and the eight-storey police station was now dwarfed by several high-rise blocks of luxury apartments.

      Sergeant Woolf sat behind the front desk in the shabby reception area. He was a large man with pale blue eyes and a jowly white face with several chins which spilled over onto the front of his neatly pressed white shirt. A thin, horse-faced girl stood in front of him at the front desk, cradling a pudgy baby boy on her skinny hip. The baby had a huge bag of boiled sweets in his grip and was chewing nonchalantly, watching his mother’s exchange with Woolf.

      ‘How long you gonna keep us waiting?’ she demanded. ‘I got stuff to do.’

      ‘That depends on your boyfriend, and the 300 grams of cocaine we found up his bottom,’ said Woolf, cheerily.

      ‘You lot. I bet you’ve stitched him up,’ she said, jabbing at him with a long pink manicured fingernail.

      ‘Are you suggesting we planted it on him?’

      ‘Fuck off,’ she said.

      ‘Your mother wasted all that money sending you to finishing school.’

      The girl looked confused. ‘What you talking about? I finished school, like, years ago.’

      Woolf smiled amiably and indicated a long row of faded green plastic chairs under a board of leaflets. ‘Please take a seat, madam. I’ll let you know when I have more information.’ The girl looked Erika and Moss up and down and traipsed over, taking a seat under a noticeboard swamped with community information leaflets. Erika recalled her first day in London after being transferred from Greater Manchester Police. She had sat in the same seat and harangued Woolf about how long she had been waiting, although her circumstances had been different.

      ‘Afternoon, ladies. Raining outside, is it?’ said Woolf, seeing them both with wet hair plastered to their heads.

      ‘Nah, just spitting,’ grinned Moss.

      ‘Is she in?’ asked Erika.

      ‘Yes. The superintendent is warm and dry in her office,’ he said.

      The girl sitting with the baby shoved a handful of the boiled sweets in her mouth and made a sucking noise, glowering at them.

      ‘Careful you don’t choke, madam; my recollection of the Heimlich manoeuvre is a bit hazy,’ said Woolf, buzzing Erika and Moss in through the door. He lowered his voice and leaned forward. ‘Retirement is so close I can almost touch it.’

      ‘How long?’ asked Erika.

      ‘Six months and counting,’ he said.

      She smiled at him, and then the door clicked shut behind them. They moved down a long low corridor, past offices where phones rang and support officers worked. It was a busy station, the largest south of the river, serving a large swathe of London and the Kent borders. They hurried down to the locker room in the basement, saying hello to some of the uniformed officers who were coming in to start their shifts. They went to their lockers and pulled out towels to dry themselves off.

      ‘I’m going to hit up missing persons,’ said Moss, scrubbing at her hair and face and then stripping off her wet jumper and unbuttoning her blouse.

      ‘I’m going to beg for more officers,’ said Erika, drying herself off and sniffing a white blouse which she’d found at the back of her locker.

      

      When Erika had dressed in dry clothes, she took the stairs up to the superintendent’s office. Lewisham Row was an old dilapidated 1970s building, and with the cuts to police budgets, the lifts were now something you avoided, if you didn’t fancy getting stuck for half the day. She hurried up the stairs two at a time and then emerged into the corridor of the eighth floor. A large window looked out over south London, stretching from the gridlocked ring road running through the heart of Lewisham, past rows of terraced housing, to the green of the Kent borders.

      She knocked on the door and went inside. Superintendent Melanie Hudson sat behind her desk, partially obscured by a mound of paperwork. She was a small, thin woman with a bob of fine blonde hair, but looks could be deceiving and she could be a tough cookie when the situation warranted. Erika glanced around the office. It was just as shabby as the rest of the building. The shelves were still empty, and even though she’d been on the job for several months, Melanie still hadn’t unpacked a row of boxes against the back wall. Her coat hung neatly by the door on one of three hooks.

      ‘I’ve just come from a crime scene on the South Bank. Male, violently beaten, decapitated and dismembered, and then packed neatly in a suitcase.’

      Melanie finished writing and looked up. ‘Was he white?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So you wouldn’t say it was racially motivated?’

      ‘You can be white and still be killed in a racially motivated attack.’

      Melanie gave her a look. ‘I know that, Erika. I just need to be kept in the loop. Top brass is carefully watching racially motived crime since Brexit.’

      ‘It’s still early days. It could be gangland, racially motivated, homophobic. It was brutal. He was packed in the case naked, with a watch, ring and chain. We don’t know if they were his. I’m waiting on the post-mortem and forensics. I’ll let you know which box you can tick when I have more information.’

      ‘What’s your caseload like, Erika?’

      ‘I’ve got an armed robbery murder I’ve just wound up. There are a couple of others bubbling away in the background. I need to get an ID on this body but it’s not going to be easy. The face is badly smashed up, and he’s been in the water a long time.’

      Melanie nodded. ‘Was it a big suitcase?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘You can’t buy big suitcases anymore. I’ve been trying to get a family one for when we go away at half-term, but they don’t do them cos of the weight limits. Anything over twenty-five kilos they charge you a fortune.’

      ‘You want me to see if I can get you the suitcase when forensics finish up?’

      ‘Very funny. It’s a valid point though. Not many companies make suitcases big enough to fit two weeks’ worth of beach gear, let alone a full-grown man.’

      ‘What about staffing? How many officers can you give me? I’d like Moss and DC John McGorry; Sergeant Crane is a good team worker.’

      Melanie blew out her cheeks and searched through the paperwork on her desk,

      ‘OK. I can give you Moss and McGorry… and a civilian support worker. Let’s see how this plays out.’

      ‘OK,’ said Erika. ‘But there’s something weird about this. I have a feeling I’ll need a bigger team.’

      ‘That’s all you’re getting for now. Keep me in the loop,’ said Melanie, and she went back to her paperwork.

      Erika got up to leave and stopped at the door. ‘Where are you off on holiday?’

      ‘Yekaterinburg.’

      Erika raised an eyebrow. ‘Yekaterinburg, Russia?’

      Melanie rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t ask. My husband is obsessed with out-of-the-way holiday destinations.’

      ‘Well, you won’t need sun cream in October in Yekaterinburg.’

      ‘Close the door on your way out,’ she snapped.

      Erika suppressed a grin and left her office.
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      Erika grabbed a coffee and some chocolate from the vending machine, then took the stairs back up to the fourth floor where she had a small office. It was nothing more than a box, with a desk awash with paperwork, a computer, and a set of shelves. The rain rattled against a small window looking out over the car park. She closed the door and sat at her desk with her chocolate and steaming cup of coffee. She could hear distant phones ringing, and there was a creak as someone walked past in the corridor. She missed the open-plan offices she’d worked in over the past few years in Bromley Station and West End Central. The four walls closing in on her were a reminder it had been six long months since she’d last seen the inside of an incident room and had a big case to sink her teeth into.

      There was an old map of the Thames on the wall in front of her desk, and she hadn’t paid it much notice until now. Tearing open the bar of chocolate, she took a large bite and moved around the desk to peer at it. It wasn’t an operational map, it was one of those arty ones, a black-and-white line drawing taking in the full length of the river. The source of the Thames is near Oxford, and it runs 215 miles, through London, before emerging out to sea at the Thames Estuary. Erika traced her finger along its route to where it became tidal at Teddington Lock, and on, as it wound through Twickenham, Chiswick and Hammersmith, on to Battersea, and then through central London, where they had discovered the body in the suitcase.

      ‘Where was that suitcase thrown in?’ she said, through a mouthful of chocolate. She thought of the places along the river where someone could throw it in without being seen: Richmond? Chiswick? Chelsea Bridge? Battersea Park? She then thought of the South Bank, heavily overlooked and there was CCTV everywhere. She shoved the last of the chocolate in her mouth and turned, looking around the tiny office. The polystyrene ceiling tiles above were stained with brown watermarks, and the small shelves were packed with the crap of previous occupants: a small furry cactus; a green plastic hedgehog which held pens between plastic spines on its back; a row of dusty operating manuals for long-extinct software. A niggling voice piped up in her head: was I wrong not to take the promotion? Everyone had expected her to accept the promotion to superintendent, but it had dawned on her that she would be stuck behind a desk ticking boxes, prioritising, toeing the line, and worse, making others toe the line. Erika was aware she had a healthy ego, but it was never going to be massaged by increased power, a fancy title, or more money. Being out on the street, getting her fingers dirty, solving complex cases and locking up the bad guys: these were the things which got her out of bed every morning.

      Also, feelings of guilt had stopped her from taking the promotion. She thought of her colleague, Detective Inspector James Peterson. He wasn’t just a colleague; he was also her… boyfriend? No. At forty-five years old she felt too old for boyfriends. Partner? Partners worked in legal firms. Anyhow, it didn’t matter, she’d screwed it up. Peterson had been shot in the stomach during their last big case, the rescue of a kidnap victim. As his senior officer, it had been her decision to go in without backup. He had survived the gunshot wound, just, and they had saved a young woman’s life, and arrested a crazed serial killer but, understandably, it had affected their relationship. Peterson had lost seven months of his life in painful recovery, and it was still unclear when he would return to work.

      Erika screwed up the chocolate bar wrapper and pitched it into the wastepaper basket in the corner, but she missed, and it landed on the carpet. She moved over to pick it up, and as she bent down there was a knock at the door and it opened, bashing into the side of her head.

      ‘Jeez!’ she cried, clutching at her forehead.

      Detective Sergeant John McGorry peered around the door; he was holding a file.

      ‘Sorry, boss. Bit tight in here, isn’t it?’ He was in his early twenties and had a handsome face and smooth, clear skin. His hair was dark and cropped short.

      ‘You don’t say,’ she replied, dropping the wrapper into the bin and straightening up, still rubbing at her head.

      ‘Moss just told me about the body in the suitcase, and said I’m being reassigned to work with you on it.’

      Erika went back round her desk and sat down.

      ‘Yeah. If you could talk to Moss, she’s started on identifying the victim. Where have you been working for the last few months?’

      ‘On the second floor, with DS Lorna Mills and DS Dave Boon.’

      ‘Mills and Boon?’ she said, raising an eyebrow.

      McGorry grinned. ‘Yeah, but it’s done nothing for my love life. I’ve been working late on cataloguing racially motivated Brexit-related crime.’

      ‘Doesn’t sound very sexy,’ said Erika.

      ‘I’m pleased to be reassigned. Thanks, boss.’

      ‘I’ll email you later, if you can crack on with Moss with the ID.’

      ‘That’s one of the reasons I came up. I’ve seen a load of case files over the past few weeks, and one stuck in my mind. A dog walker who found a suitcase by the Embankment, Chelsea, when the Thames was at low tide. Inside was the body of a white female, mid-thirties. Decapitated, dismembered.’

      Erika sat back and stared at McGorry. ‘When was this?’

      ‘Just over a week ago, September 22nd. I pulled the case file,’ he said, handing it over.

      ‘Thanks, I’ll be in touch later today,’ she said.

      

      She waited until he closed the door, then opened the file. The crime scene photos were just as grizzly as she had seen that morning, but the body was in a much better state, with little decay. The victim was a woman with long, filthy, ash-blonde hair. The legs had been dismembered just below the pelvis, and tucked in the two ends of the suitcase. The arms were folded against her chest; with a female victim, this looked as if the corpse was being modest, crossing her hands over her bare breasts. Her severed head had been tucked in under the torso, and like the male victim from the suitcase at the South Bank, her face was so badly battered it was unrecognisable.

      Erika looked up at the map of the Thames on the wall. So many places to dump a body.

      Or two.
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      Eighteen-year-old Nina Hargreaves heard about the summer job at Santino’s fish and chip shop from her best friend, Kath. They’d just finished high school and, whereas Kath was leaving for university in the autumn, she had no clue what she was going to do with her life. Nina was a pleasant-looking girl with a strong nose, pale freckled skin, long brown hair, and slightly bucked teeth. She wasn’t academic, and her careers advisor had suggested she might try office work, or train to be a hairdresser, but Nina hated those ideas. She hated the thought of being stuck in an office – her mother, Mandy, worked as a clerk in a local solicitor’s and complained constantly – and the thought of working in a hairdresser and being stuck with a load of bitchy women made her feel sick. She’d been picked on enough at school.

      Nina was already frustrated with the world and her place in it. Her beloved father had died of a heart attack ten years earlier, and while she and her mother weren’t the closest, they’d stuck together. It had been a shock to Nina when Mandy had knocked on her bedroom door and said she wanted them to go out for lunch the following Saturday.

      ‘I want you to meet my new friend, Paul,’ she’d said.

      ‘A bloke?’ Nina had replied, confused. Mandy had shifted awkwardly, and perched on the end of the bed. They looked alike, but Nina wished she’d inherited her mother’s small nose and perfect teeth.

      ‘Yes, Paul is a special friend; well, more than a friend. He’s a solicitor at the firm,’ said Mandy, taking her hand.

      ‘You mean a boyfriend?’ said Nina, pulling it away.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Your boss?’

      ‘He’s not my boss. I work for him.’

      ‘What? So he chased you around the desk and now you’re a couple?’

      ‘Don’t be like that, Nina. I’ve been seeing Paul for a few months now, and I didn’t want to introduce him to you until I knew it was going somewhere.’

      Nina stared at her mother, horrified. She’d teased her over the years about getting a boyfriend, even telling her she should date their handsome flirty postman, but Mandy had always shrugged this off saying it was still too soon.

      ‘Where is it going?’

      ‘Well, I hope, at some point, he’ll move in.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Nina. You’re eighteen now, you won’t be at home for ever.’

      ‘Won’t I?’

      ‘Is that what you want? To stay in this bedroom for the rest of your life, still with the Hannah Montana wallpaper?’

      ‘’Course not.’

      ‘There we go then. I’m not chucking you out, I’d never do that, but you need to make your own life.’

      Those words had hung in the air long after Mandy had left her bedroom. So, with nothing else on the horizon, Nina went for an interview and got the job working at Santino’s chip shop.

      Santino’s was an old school British chip shop tucked at the end of the busy high street in Crouch End. It had a cracked green Formica counter, lined with jars of pickled eggs, and there was a long row of deep fat fryers where the battered fish, sausages, and scraps were cooked and kept in the glass-fronted warmer above. A few tables were dotted about inside, but Santino’s mainly did takeaway, and it was always busy. Shifts lasted eight hours, and four girls worked flat out, taking orders and wrapping fish under the watchful eye of the elderly Mrs Santino, a fearsome woman with a gravelly smoker’s voice. Mr Santino was quiet, in comparison, and fried the fish helped by a couple of lads.

      Nina didn’t meet Max until her third shift. She was at the counter, taking an order, when he staggered up to the fryer with a huge bowl of chipped potatoes.

      ‘Get back!’ he growled, and as he tipped in the raw chips, boiling hot oil splashed her arm, making her cry out in pain. ‘I told you to get back!’ he said and stomped back to the kitchen holding the empty bowl.

      Mrs Santino saw the large blister rapidly forming on Nina’s arm and pulled her through to the kitchen, shoving her arm under the cold tap.

      ‘I’ve told you, watch the hot fryer!’ shouted Mrs Santino. ‘I haven’t got time to spend filling in the accident book for stupid girls like you! Keep it under the cold water for fifteen minutes, and you’ll take it as your break!’

      Mrs Santino went back into the front, and Nina felt tears prick her eyes. The huge potato chipper in the corner began to roar as Max and another lad emptied a giant sack of potatoes into the top. She watched Max as he heaved the huge 50 lb potato sacks from the loading bay, piling them up beside the chipper. He wasn’t like the other skinny spotty lads. His body was muscular and filled out. He had a rugged beauty, emphasised by a thin white scar running along his jawline, from his left earlobe to the cleft in his chin. His eyes were beautiful, a strange mix of orange and brown. The sleeves of his T-shirt were rolled up to the shoulder and the sweat glistened on his tanned skin. He caught her looking and glared at her.

      ‘I’m not stupid! You didn’t give me the chance to step back from the fryer,’ Nina shouted above the noise of the chipper, but he ignored her and went out to the loading bay to take his break.

      Nina carried on working at Santino’s throughout July. She hated the job, but she had become infatuated with Max. She discovered he was twenty-seven, and he had a bit of a reputation as a bad boy, once coming in to work with a huge black eye and a split lip. The more he ignored her, the more Nina rose to the challenge to try and get him to speak. She swapped her Santino’s T-shirt for a smaller size and stopped wearing a bra at work, and she started to time her breaks to coincide with his, but he continued to ignore her, grunting the minimal response to her questions, and not looking up from the newspaper or his phone.

      As August came to a close, a gloom descended over her. She had been introduced to her mother’s new boyfriend, Paul, during dinner at a local Italian restaurant. He was alright looking, a little fat with a bald patch, and a bad sense of humour, but she could see her mother was completely in love, and that Paul would soon be moving in.

      

      On a Wednesday night in early August, Nina left the chip shop after a long shift and got in the car to drive home. It was a short journey from Crouch End to Muswell Hill, and the roads were quiet. At the junction near the end of the high street, Nina stopped at the traffic lights. She was waiting as an old lady with a shopping trolley slowly made her way across the road, when a figure she recognised stepped off the pavement in front and stared through the windscreen. It was Max. He glanced around and then moved to her passenger door and knocked on the window, indicating to her to unlock the door. She found herself pressing the button to release the central locking.

      Max climbed in and sat beside her. He wore blue jeans, a white T-shirt and a brown leather jacket. His dirty-blond hair hung down to his shoulders and he had a small cut above his left eye. He smelt of beer and sweat.

      The lights at the crossing flashed amber then green.

      ‘It’s green. Drive,’ he said.

      She pulled away, and through the back window saw a couple of police officers come running out of an alleyway, and look around. Max sank down a little in the seat, pulled a packet of cigarettes from his pocket and lit up. Nina glanced at him, wanting to say that he couldn’t smoke, that this was her mum’s car, but she was unable to speak. Max was in her car, and it made her incredibly excited. He looked at her and then wound down the window, resting his arm on the edge. She realised she was just driving, and she’d passed the turn-off leading home. She glanced across and tried to think of something to say to him. His eyes were scanning the road. She’d never seen such incredible eyes. They had depth, and glowed, almost as if they had embers burning behind them.

      ‘Where are we going?’ she said, finally breaking the silence.

      ‘It’s your car. You’re driving. Why the hell are you asking me where we’re going?’ he said, flicking his cigarette butt out of the window. She saw him look around the car – at the stack of old Westlife CDs under the stereo, the KEEP CALM AND HAKUNA MATATA sticker on the dashboard, and she suddenly felt embarrassed and uncool. He opened the glove compartment and started to rummage through.

      ‘What are you doing?’ she asked.

      He pulled out a pink square of cloth with blue polka dots, and raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Is this yours?’

      ‘No. It’s my mum’s car. It’s hers,’ she said, leaning over to grab it, but he held it out of her reach.

      ‘She keeps her knickers in the glove compartment?’

      ‘It’s for wiping the window!’

      He laughed. ‘Look like knickers to me. Did she forget them after date night with your dad?’

      ‘My dad’s dead,’ she said.

      ‘Oh. Shit. Sorry,’ he said, stuffing the cloth back in the glove compartment.

      ‘It’s okay. She has got a boyfriend, though. He’s a real dick.’

      Max smiled and shook his head. ‘The world is full of them. You haven’t got any gum, have you?’

      ‘No.’

      He closed the glove compartment and looked out of the window at the road moving past.

      ‘It happened a long time ago,’ said Nina.

      ‘What did?’

      ‘My dad, dying. It was a heart attack.’

      He peered up at the street signs. Nina could sense he was losing interest, and she was annoyed that she had mentioned it.

      ‘Drop me here,’ he said, pointing to a pub on the corner. Nina pulled up at the kerb, and watched as he put his hand on the door.

      ‘Where are you going?’ she blurted.

      ‘The pub.’

      ‘I’ve never been in The Mermaid,’ she said. It looked rough, with a boarded up window out front.

      ‘I wouldn’t expect a girl like you to go there,’ he said, opening the door.

      ‘How do you know what kind of girl I am? You seem to spend all your time at work judging me, and giving me dirty looks, and then you jump in my car and expect me to just give you a lift!’

      ‘I thought it was your mum’s car?’

      ‘It is. But all I mean is that you shouldn’t go around making assumptions about people, because they are almost always wrong.’ She felt her face flush in the silence after she spoke.

      He looked at her with a wry smile.

      ‘I’m only gonna be a couple of minutes. I’ve got some business to do. Why don’t you wait?’

      ‘Here?’

      ‘Yeah. Where else were you thinking of waiting?’

      Nina opened her mouth and closed it again.

      ‘Do you have to be somewhere?’ he asked.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Okay then. Hang here for a minute. I’ll be back in a bit, and then you can tell me what kind of girl you really are.’ He gave her that sexy smile again, and Nina felt her legs go weak.

      

      She watched as he went into the pub then pulled out her phone and dialled Kath’s number to tell her what had happened.

      ‘You think he was running from the police?’ asked Kath with concern in her voice.

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘And what kind of business is he doing in The Mermaid? It’s well rough and they keep getting raided for drugs.’

      ‘Are you trying to spoil this for me?’

      ‘No. I’m just a concerned friend. You’ll call me when you get home?’

      Nina could see Max was coming out of the pub.

      ‘Yes, I promise,’ she said and hung up.

      

      Max got into the car pocketing a large wad of £50 notes.

      ‘I know I promised you a drink, but I need to swing by The Lamb and Flag on Constitution Hill. Is that okay?’ He placed a hand on her knee and smiled. She felt a jolt of electricity.

      ‘Yeah, of course,’ she said, smiling back.

      She drove him to the Lamb and Flag and waited outside for thirty minutes. When he returned to the car he was holding two bottles of Heineken. She started the engine.

      ‘Straight ahead,’ he said.

      She started off up the road. It was getting dark and the streetlights were out.

      ‘This is for you,’ he said, offering her one of the beers and taking a chug from the other.

      ‘I don’t drink and drive,’ she said, primly, keeping both hands on the wheel.

      ‘Then don’t drive,’ said Max, raising an eyebrow. Nina could see the road was a dead end, the streetlights were out, and the houses on each side were dark. He leaned over and stroked her hair. ‘Pull over. Let’s have a drink,’ he said, with a smile.

      ‘Okay,’ she said, smiling back. He smelt delicious, a mixture of aftershave and damp sweat. The V-neck of his t-shirt gave her a glimpse of the taut tanned skin of his muscled chest. She felt as if she could burst with excitement as she guided the car into a spot by the kerb and turned off the engine. Max handed her the bottle, and as she took a swig the beer foamed up. She held it over the footwell and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

      ‘Dammit, what a mess.’

      ‘I dunno, I like a girl who tastes of beer.’

      Max leaned over and pulled Nina’s face to his, their lips touching. He kissed her softly, then more intense, parting her lips with his tongue. The bottle fell from her grip, but she didn’t notice. She was lost, intoxicated with lust and desire. It would be a long time before she found herself again. And then, it would be too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Tuesday, 3 October 2017

        

      

    

    
      Erika woke early to a message from Isaac Strong. The post-mortem on the male victim was complete, and the body of the female victim found in the suitcase had been transferred over to the mortuary in Penge.

      Moss was appearing in court to give testimony on a knife murder, so she took McGorry with her. He was excited at the prospect of seeing the results of the post-mortem, but this soon evaporated when they entered the morgue and he saw the pieces of the two victims assembled on the gleaming stainless steel post-mortem tables.

      Isaac moved to the male victim first, and gently turned over the head. ‘There are extensive injuries to the back of the skull which were inflicted with a large, heavy piece of concrete. Some of the brain tissue was forced out of the skull cavity by the force of the blows, and amongst this we found fragments of cement. Both cheekbones are broken, as is the nose, and the jawbone in two places. Again, there are fragments of cement in the skin, indicating the same large heavy piece of concrete.’ Isaac moved to the left arm. ‘You can see the skin is starting to flake away from the bone after being in the water for so long. The radial bone is broken, and the ulna fractured in two places. There are almost identical injuries on the right arm.’

      He noticed McGorry creasing his forehead in confusion. ‘There are two bones in your forearm,’ he explained, pulling up his sleeve to indicate. ‘The ulna is the long bone that stretches from the elbow to the smallest finger. The second is the radial, which runs parallel, and is the larger and longer of the two.’

      ‘He put up his arms to protect himself?’ asked Erika, lifting hers and crossing them in front of her face.

      ‘That’s for you to confirm, but the injuries are consistent with that theory,’ said Isaac.

      McGorry cleared his throat and took a deep breath, and put a hand to his mouth.

      ‘Are you okay?’ asked Isaac.

      ‘Yeah, fine,’ he gulped. Erika saw he was now an odd green-grey colour under the harsh lights.

      Isaac went on. ‘Apart from these injuries, he was a healthy young male. No discolouration to the lungs; he didn’t smoke; he had very little fat on the liver; a strong heart; very little body fat.’

      Isaac moved to the second post-mortem table, and the body of the young woman. He turned over her head. Her long straw-coloured hair was parted to show the injuries to the back of her skull.

      ‘Her injuries are almost identical. Blows to the back and the crown of the head with a blunt heavy object, which would have been fatal. The face has been badly battered: jaw, nose, and cheekbones all have multiple breaks and fractures. Again, fragments of concrete were found embedded in the skin and surrounding tissue, but there is one difference to the male victim. She was stabbed in the chest with a long, thin blade.’

      ‘And this could have been what killed her?’ asked Erika.

      ‘Yes, but I can’t be sure. The fragments of concrete will now be analysed against samples from the male victim, to see if we can link the piece of concrete found in the suitcase with her.’

      ‘Whoever did this went crazy on them,’ said McGorry. ‘Battering them, stabbing her.’

      ‘Although, the single stab wound is more precise,’ said Isaac.

      Erika nodded. Not only had they suffered painful deaths, but even their identities had been taken from them.

      ‘Whoever did this wanted to make it difficult for us to identify them. There is still no ID on the female victim after two weeks,’ she said with a shudder.

      McGorry suddenly retched, and clamped a hand over his mouth.

      ‘Toilet is outside, first door directly on the left,’ said Isaac calmly. McGorry made a dash for it, both hands over his mouth. They heard the door to the toilet slam and then heaving.

      Isaac went on. ‘With the female victim, her left arm is broken in five places; the right collarbone is broken twice. There is also evidence she was sexually assaulted prior to, or even after, she was killed.’

      Erika closed her eyes against the harsh lights, but when she did she could still see the outline of the two bodies lying battered and dismembered, side by side. So many questions were running through her mind: Did they know each other? Were they a couple? If so, which of them died first? Were they together when it happened?

      When she opened her eyes, Isaac had moved to a storage unit at the back of the morgue.

      ‘I also found fifty condoms filled with cocaine in the stomach of the male victim.’

      He returned with a clear plastic bag and handed it to her. It was filled with small packages, each the size of a large peanut in its shell. She looked up at him in shock.

      ‘These were in his stomach? He swallowed all of these?’ she said.

      ‘Yes. Each one contains around ten grams of cocaine, packed in a condom, then wrapped in a layer of latex. In this case, the finger of a latex glove. It’s very well packaged, and has to be, so that nothing leaks into the stomach.’

      Erika looked back at the two bodies and the long stitched-up y-shaped incisions on both the torsos. ‘Was there anything in the woman?’

      ‘No. Nothing in her stomach; a little partially digested food.’

      ‘Do you think he was a drug mule?’

      ‘That’s for you to find out.’

      Erika shook her head. ‘It doesn’t make sense. Why would someone go as far as killing him, and chopping him up, only to leave the drugs in his belly?’ She looked at the packages and did a quick calculation. ‘This is about thirty-thousand pounds’ worth of cocaine.’

      ‘The person who killed him might not have known. Again, that’s—’

      ‘Yes, I know, Isaac. That’s for me to find out,’ snapped Erika. ‘Do you know how long the bodies were in the water?’

      ‘Difficult to tell. The male victim could have been in the water for a couple of weeks. You can see with him there is maceration; loosening of the skin on the fingers, palms, and soles of feet, and there is discolouration on the chest and abdomen. With the female, it’s different, she was in the water for a few days, at most. Her fingers were in good enough shape to print, and they ran them through the system, but nothing came back. It says on her post-mortem that a large piece of concrete was found in the suitcase with the body; this has been sent to forensics.’

      ‘And the cause of death?’

      ‘In both victims, it was a blow to the back of the head. The lungs were filled with water, but with decapitation, the body cavity would have filled up.’

      They stared for a few moments in silence.

      ‘Okay, thank you,’ said Erika.

      They came out into the corridor, where John was waiting on one of the plastic chairs with a cup of water from the cooler. He stood up.

      ‘I’m really sorry, Dr Strong, boss. I’m okay with bodies, but when they’re in pieces…’ He put his hand to his mouth again.

      ‘Go on, get some fresh air. I’ll see you out in the car park,’ said Erika.

      Isaac cocked his head to one side and watched as McGorry walked off down the corridor, and out of the main entrance. The door clanged shut.

      ‘He’s straight, Isaac. Has a girlfriend. I think she wears the trousers.’

      Isaac grinned and sat in one of the chairs. ‘I’m sure she doesn’t wear them as good as he does. How old is he?’

      ‘Twenty-four.’

      ‘Oh to be twenty-four years old again…’ Erika smiled and nodded in agreement. ‘How’s Peterson?’ With the change of subject, her face clouded over.

      ‘On his way back, but it’s been a long, slow recovery.’

      ‘It will be. People don’t often pull through from a bullet wound to the stomach. He’s been very lucky, even having had two nasty post-operative infections…’

      ‘I know what happened, Isaac.’

      ‘Do you know it’s not your fault? Because it isn’t. He didn’t have to follow you into that crime scene.’

      ‘I am his senior officer…’ Her voice trailed off, and she tipped her head back against the wall.

      ‘How does he look?’

      ‘Still very thin. His mother has been looking after him, and she’s not my greatest fan.’

      ‘Erika. You know the score with mothers and sons.’

      ‘Yeah. It didn’t help that we first met when James was wired up to all those machines in intensive care.’

      Isaac put out a hand and squeezed her arm. ‘Are you sleeping?’

      ‘I manage a few hours a night.’

      Isaac’s thin eyebrows knitted together with concern. He got up and went to the water cooler, filling a cup with water.

      ‘Do you want me to prescribe you something?’ he said, handing it to her.

      ‘No way. I can’t start a double murder investigation acting like a zombie.’

      He looked at her for a long moment. ‘OK, but don’t be a stranger. You should come over for dinner soon, you look like you could do with a good meal.’

      ‘When I have an ID on these victims,’ she said, draining the last of the water and chucking it into the bin, ‘I’ll be in touch.’

      Isaac watched Erika as she left, concerned for his friend and the way she pushed herself so hard. He was dreading the day she would break in two.
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      McGorry returned to Lewisham Row, and Erika drove over to the offices of Forensic Science in Vauxhall. It was housed in one of the large glass office blocks overlooking the Thames. She pulled in at the ramp down to the underground car park, and then took the lift up to the sixth floor. She buzzed at the door leading into the laboratory, and watched through a small glass window as Nils Åkerman emerged from a door at the end of the corridor. She’d worked with him on three high-profile cases, all of which had resulted in convictions, but he was still a bit of an enigma to her. He was in his late forties, with almost translucent skin, and his usually bleached blond hair was today dyed a bright blue. The little she knew about him was ambiguous: he liked both men and women (Isaac had heard rumours he had fathered a child back in his native Sweden) and Erika had no idea if he was left or right wing in his politics. None of this mattered, of course, as he was an outstanding forensic scientist.

      ‘Good morning, Erika,’ he said, opening the door. ‘How is your investigation going with the dead man in the suitcase? We now have a woman in a suitcase too.’

      ‘Yes. And that’s why I’m here. I figured a visit in person is always better than an email,’ she said.

      ‘Of course. Let’s go to my office,’ he said.

      She followed him along the corridor, past windows into laboratories where CSIs worked, and smaller offices where support staff sat at computers. Police incident rooms were noisy, stressful places whirling with the stale smell of sweat and takeout food; this was the polar opposite. The atmosphere in forensics was quiet and studious, and there was a delicious minty smell of disinfectant.
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