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			Dedication


			For my father, Anthony,
who knows how to tell a good story.
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			Day One


		


	

		

			Chapter 1


			Justin Lanning stared out of the window, his eyes fixed upon the horizon. The sun, which had flooded his office all day, was now starting to descend, its golden glare stealing across the water. There was something majestic, even triumphant, about its progress, the long arms of light seeming to claim the lapping water, the bobbing boats, even the marina itself. It was a sight Justin had witnessed many times, but it still had the power to affect him. Awesome, beautiful, it was also soothing, a moment of release after what had been a very trying day.


			Turning away from the floor-to-ceiling glass, Justin glanced at his watch – 17.58 – then marched back to his desk. He was the sole occupant of this vast, well-appointed office, a fact that gave him much pleasure. It was opulent, indulgent, powerful … but it was also a glorious secret. From the outside, Endeavour House looked no different to any of the other office blocks in Ocean Village. The foyer was unexceptional, offering no clue as to the bespoke offices on the top two floors; offices that were designed to dazzle. The expensive Italian furniture, the modern art installations and, yes, the view – everything had been carefully calibrated to pronounce affluence, professionalism and success. Few were allowed in, but those who were left reassured and inspired, after a tantalizing glimpse of Redstone Solutions.


			Switching off his computer, Justin picked up his phone and crossed to the lift. However demanding or unpredictable his day was, he prided himself on leaving on time. The efficiency of it appealed to him – in by 6 a.m., out by 6 p.m. – and it was also useful in regulating his mood. Whatever the business of the day, if he could leave on time, then assuredly everything was under control.


			The lift doors slid open and Justin stepped inside, punching the button for the basement. If he left now, he could be home by half past six, allowing him plenty of time for a workout before Adam returned. Adam – just the thought of him conjured up a bewildering array of emotions: anger, disappointment, lust and much more besides. Things had been so difficult recently, so complicated, that home was no longer the sanctuary it should have been. Their relationship needed to be carefully managed, in a calm frame of mind, hence the importance of a relaxing workout beforehand.


			The doors kissed shut and the lift began to descend. The floors flicked by – ten, nine, eight, seven. Justin found himself humming a cheerful tune, celebrating the fact that the working day was finally done. Six, five, four. Justin was losing himself in a pleasant reverie, his cares slowly melting away …


			Then suddenly, and without warning, the lift bucked, screeching to a shuddering halt, throwing him backwards. Justin crashed into the mirrored wall, cracking his head against the glass, exhaling an expletive as the wind was punched from him.


			A strange silence now filled the metal box, the pleasing hum of progress replaced by lifeless inertia. Stunned, Justin stumbled forwards, stabbing the button for the basement – once, twice, three times. Nothing happened and, even as he continued to jab away, he became aware of something else. The lights in the lift had gone out too. It was as if the whole contraption had suddenly just … died.


			Gathering himself, he tried the buttons for the other floors, before giving up, hitting the alarm bell in angry resignation. Somewhere in the distance, a dull ringing sounded, but this gave him little comfort. It would take the office manager an age to summon the lift engineers and longer still for them to free him, as he appeared to be stuck between floors. Would they be able to get the lift working again? Or would they have to haul him up the lift shaft, like a sack of potatoes? Cursing, he kicked the doors, his plans for the evening disintegrating. What the hell had happened for him to be left dangling here like a broken puppet? What was going on?


			He felt it before he heard it – his new Samsung vibrating in his pocket, before letting out its familiar trill.


			‘Thank God …’


			Someone was aware of his plight – there was no question in his mind that this call was connected to his emergency. Tugging out the phone, he was surprised by the caller ID – it wasn’t Adam or the office, the number withheld – but answered anyway. What did it matter who it was, so long as they could liberate him from this tin can?


			‘Hello?’


			He was met by silence.


			‘This is Justin Lanning. Can you hear me?’


			His voice filled the lift, but there was no response. He was convinced the connection was fine – he could hear something humming at the other end – so why wasn’t the caller responding?


			‘I’m stuck between floors four and three, so if you can …’


			Now something made him stop. An intake of breath at the other end, as if the caller was about to speak. Justin wanted to carry on, to explain his predicament, but suddenly he felt powerless to continue, as if something – or someone – was commanding him to be quiet.


			And now, finally, the caller did speak, a soft, male voice whispering:


			‘You have one hour to live.’


		


	

		

			Chapter 2


			The needle tipped eighty miles per hour, but DI Helen Grace didn’t relent. She was on the Fawley Road, speeding south towards the coast, drawn onward by the open road and the glinting water in the distance. This lonely stretch of tarmac could, perhaps should have troubled her, flanked on one side by the disused power station and the New Forest on the other, both scenes of crime that had cost her dear in recent years. But today she was untroubled by past trauma.


			The Honda Blackbird pulled alongside, manoeuvring to overtake. Helen shot a look at the driver, half expecting DS Joseph Hudson to offer her a triumphant smile, but his gaze remained resolutely fixed on the road ahead, as if he could see a chequered flag in the distance, as if this after-hours race actually meant something. It pleased Helen to see that he was intent on avoiding defeat, that he was willing to respond to her silent, teasing challenge.


			Of course, in truth, this pursuit did mean something, though neither was prepared to admit it. Joseph Hudson was a relatively new addition to Southampton Central’s Major Incident Team and an even newer addition to Helen’s bed, but slowly he was becoming part of the fabric of her life. They spent much of their working day orbiting each other and most of their nights engaged in this enjoyable dance. Helen didn’t profess to know Hudson well, but he was an exciting, impulsive, passionate man, who shared her lust for speed. The relationship was not without its complications – it would certainly be frowned upon by her colleagues – but Helen couldn’t deny that she enjoyed his company and the frisson between them.


			Twisting the throttle, Helen nosed ahead, gaining a yard or two on her competitor. The road was running out now – there was only a hundred yards or so before it took a sharp right turn – but still she was not surprised when Joseph drew level once more, refusing to be relegated to second place. On they roared, the sharp bend racing towards them, each rider calculating their next move. The setting sun bathed the coastal road in light and Helen could see that the way was clear, sharpening her sense of anticipation. If she’d spotted a vehicle approaching, she would have killed her speed immediately, the game over, but as it was she pushed the speedometer up to ninety, hurtling towards the turn, before suddenly decelerating and leaning in to the corner. The road on this stretch of the coast was old and tired, a sprinkling of loose gravel coating the surface and Helen’s bike slid across it now. She was comfortable, in control, but nevertheless the skid took her further out than she’d intended and her pursuer took advantage. With a satisfied roar, Joseph sped past on the inside, calling out to her as he did so.


			‘See you back at yours …’


			‘As if …’ Helen replied, her bike roaring forward, as her speed tipped one hundred miles per hour.


			Joseph was an experienced rider, but had to rely on guile to stay ahead, because when it came to raw power, there was only one winner. With a determined thrust, Helen nosed past him, her Kawasaki Ninja growling happily as it responded to her promptings. Moments later, Joseph Hudson moved alongside her, pushing his ride to the absolute limits just to stay in touch.


			This time Joseph did flick a look her way – affectionate, challenging – which pleased Helen. This was an activity she usually enjoyed alone, ripping along the country roads in glorious isolation. But now it was something she was happy to share, showing Joseph secret routes and cut-throughs she’d explored during her many years as a solo rider. This was not just because she’d found an able competitor, but because it felt natural to do so. Their relationship was still in its infancy, but Helen had relaxed into spending time with Joseph in a way she could never have predicted. Since Jake, she had let no one get close to her, deliberately keeping interested parties at bay, but now it seemed pointless pushing intimacy away, ignoring the obvious fit. Oftentimes, it had seemed to Helen as if it would never happen, but there was no denying it now.


			Finally, she had found someone who could keep up with her.


		


	

		

			Chapter 3


			‘For God’s sake, slow down. You’re not making any sense …’


			‘What part of it do you not understand?’


			‘All of it. You’re talking like a crazy person—’


			‘So would you, if you’d just been through what I’ve been through …’


			‘Which is what exactly? Slow down and tell me what happened …’


			Adam’s tone was so condescending, so laced with irritation, that Justin’s first instinct was to tell him where to go. But something – a residue of affection? Sheer, naked terror? – held him back, forcing him to rein in his anger.


			‘I was coming down in the lift …’


			‘Yes …’


			Dear God, shut up and let me finish.


			‘And my phone rang …’


			Once more Justin’s voice started shaking, as he tried to articulate his predicament.


			‘… and this … this voice at the other end started threatening me … telling me I had one hour to live.’


			Silence.


			‘Adam, are you still there?’


			‘Yes, I’m here, I’m just …’


			The condescension had evaporated now, replaced by confusion and concern.


			‘Did you recognize the voice?’


			‘No …’


			‘Do you have any idea who might want to threaten you?’


			‘No.’


			‘Could it have been a joke? A prank of some kind?’


			‘No … no way …’


			It was possible, of course, but Justin knew it wasn’t. The caller had delivered his chilling ultimatum, then seconds later, the lights had come on and the lift had continued its smooth descent, as if his antagonist was in control of everything.


			‘Do you want to call the police?’


			‘I suppose so …’


			‘Justin, if you genuinely think someone intends to harm you, then you must call the—’


			‘And tell them what? I don’t know who this guy is or what he wants—’


			‘OK, OK. Don’t bite my head off. Just … just get yourself home and we’ll decide what to do then. If I leave now, I won’t be far behind you …’


			A sudden rush of affection and gratitude flooded Justin. Despite their recent difficulties, more than anything he now wanted to be with someone who really knew him, who could put an arm round him and tell him everything was going to be OK.


			‘Thanks, Adam. I’ve called for the car. I’ll … I’ll see you back home shortly.’


			Ending the conversation, Justin turned. Right on cue, the black Mercedes came into view, purring past the long line of cars in the office’s basement car park, coming to a halt in front of him. At the same time every day, one of these luxury vehicles ferried him home and their familiarity, their solidity, was comforting now. Yanking open the door, Justin climbed inside, pulling the heavy door firmly shut behind him. On cue, the small red light by the glass partition came on, signalling that the driver was listening.


			‘Grange House, please. Quick as you can.’


			The light clicked off, a silent affirmation of shared intent. Moments later, they were through the security barrier and out onto the street, taking their place amidst the rush-hour traffic. As Justin leaned back against the comfortable leather, taking in the cars around him, he finally felt his heart rate begin to slow. When the lift had ground to a halt, he’d been appalled, convinced he would spend hours in an airless box. But what followed had been even worse. Incomprehension, then unadulterated fear, Justin conjuring up all sorts of awful images – the lift doors springing open to reveal an attacker, the lift plummeting to the ground – before he was unexpectedly released from his ordeal, deposited in the basement car park as if nothing had happened. Confused, disoriented, he’d nevertheless been spared and now had the chance to put the whole awful nightmare behind him. His phone was switched off, he was nestled in the back of a plush Mercedes and he was heading home.


			Exhaling slowly, he shook his head at the madness of it all, before angling a glance at his watch.


			18.08.


		


	

		

			Chapter 4


			‘This is a dead weight. I’m going to have to ask you to move it.’


			Charlie Brooks collapsed onto a packing case, breathing out heavily. She’d hoped to be of some assistance to Steve in their dusty loft, but her attempt to lift the pieces of Jessica’s old cot had ended in abject failure. It weighed a ton and in her current condition, eight months pregnant with a gigantic bump, there was no way she was going to risk it.


			‘No worries,’ Steve chuckled. ‘I know I’m the beast of burden here.’


			He began gathering the pieces together, as Charlie ran an eye over the cornucopia of baby products that flanked the wooden cot.


			‘I’d no idea we had so much stuff up here.’


			They were surrounded by sterilizers, baby bouncers, a rocker, their old Moses basket and endless bags of baby clothes. When Jessica had become a toddler, then eventually a pupil, they’d packed all this stuff away, out of sight, out of mind. But when Charlie had surprisingly, pleasingly, fallen pregnant again, they’d been forced to venture back into this neglected space. Taking in a slice of their past, which would become their present again, Charlie felt a shiver of anxiety. Would she remember what to do when the baby came? Could they cope with the lack of sleep? And how would Jessica react to the arrival of a sibling? So far, she had said little about it, despite the studied promptings of her parents and the obvious change in her mother’s shape.


			‘If I head back down, do you want to pass things to me?’


			Charlie suddenly wanted to be out of this claustrophobic space. There were too many props up here, too many symbols of her past. Her school books, her Interrailing rucksack, her first police uniform, a bridesmaid’s dress, all of which combined to make her feel old, unattractive and bone-tired.


			‘OK, but be careful.’


			Charlie didn’t need Steve’s warning, taking each step of the loft ladder carefully, ensuring her foot was firmly planted before descending. Her pregnancy had gone well, despite hideous morning sickness, and she was determined not to jeopardize herself or her baby through her own stupidity.


			Descending, she headed into the nursery. This had been Jessica’s at first and later, when she moved into a bigger bedroom, it had become the spare bedroom. Or, in other words, the dumping ground. People seldom came to stay, meaning the small box room was a repository for stuff they’d been too lazy to throw away. The imminent arrival of their second child had spurred them into action, however, every spare minute spent sifting and discarding. As a result, the room was now clear of detritus, though whether it was fit to be a nursery was still open to question.


			‘We’ve got so much to do,’ Charlie moaned, as Steve passed her, clutching the headboard of the cot.


			‘Plenty of time,’ he responded breezily, before exiting again.


			He was excited, which pleased Charlie, as she was finding it hard to slough off her worries. How would they find time for it all? Now that Jessica was at school, her life outside work had become an endless round of logistical challenges. Drop-offs, pick-ups, play dates, birthday parties – to these had now been added a long list of baby-related duties: check-ups, scans, decorating, cleaning and shopping. For, however careful Charlie thought she’d been in stowing Jessica’s baby equipment, there always seemed to be one key part of the sterilizer or baby bouncer missing.


			Looking around her, at the unpainted walls, the naked light bulb and the discarded headboard, Charlie felt overwhelmed. She was genuinely excited by the prospect of the new arrival, but they suddenly seemed completely unprepared. She still had two weeks of work left, so meaningful preparation time was hard to find. She hated the idea of not having everything in place, convinced now that she’d forgotten all that she’d learned about how to rear a newborn. She knew she was being irrational but she couldn’t help herself. In all other areas, deadlines could be massaged, timings reset, but not with this. As Charlie rested her hand on her bump, feeling once more the sharp jab of her baby’s foot, one thing was painfully clear.


			The clock was ticking.


		


	

		

			Chapter 5


			‘Come on, come on …’


			Justin breathed the words to himself, urging the car to get past the temporary traffic lights that had detained them as they tried to leave Southampton. As if the driver could hear his quiet urging, the car sped up, sliding past the lights just as they changed from yellow to red.


			Justin afforded himself a brief smile. Finally, they were free of the traffic, on the home stretch to the small village of Wickham, which he and Adam had called home for the past year. It had not always been a welcoming place, some older residents initially unnerved by the presence of an openly gay couple, others put out by the opulence of their purpose-built house, fearing it would prompt a sudden invasion of ‘new money’. But over time, Justin and Adam had won over the doubters and they were now as much a part of village life as if they had always lived there.


			Another quick glance at his watch: 18.48. In under ten minutes, he would be home, with Adam and Caspar, their recently acquired Yorkshire terrier. Safe, happy, at ease. With each passing minute, his ordeal at the office seemed more and more unreal, to the point that he now began to question whether it had happened at all. He felt silly to have been so terrorized by it – perhaps it was just some idiot calling numbers at random after all.


			Closing his eyes, Justin sank deeper into his plush, upholstered seat. He knew using the car service was an extravagance, that he could just as easily have called a cab or, God help him, learned to drive. But he liked the idea of having an account with them, liked the idea of being able to summon a luxury vehicle, liked the feeling of power and prestige it gave him. More than that, he revelled in the comfort of it, as if he was travelling first class to and from work. As they wound their way along the twisting country lanes, he allowed himself to be swayed by the gentle movement of the car, body and mind finally relaxing.


			What would he do first? Would he talk to Adam? Or would they take Caspar for a walk? It was mid-October and already the forests were turning russet and gold. Perhaps it would be better to head out and pick through the bizarre events of the afternoon later? Yes, that was the right idea. That way they might even have a relaxed evening together – heaven knows, there had been few of those recently.


			Suddenly Justin’s eyes flicked open, a tremor of unease rippling through him. He had driven these lanes so many times that he knew every twist and turn, every ascent and descent, his body moving in time with the familiar movements of the car. Usually he loved this ballet, finding it calming, but instinctively he now knew something was off. Rising in his seat, he looked around – to find that they were on an unfamiliar lane, deviating from their well-established route.


			‘Hello?’


			Realizing he’d forgotten to press the communication button, he jabbed it now.


			‘Sorry? I think we might have taken a wrong turn.’


			As if in answer to this, they shot past a signpost, signalling that they were heading west, away from the village.


			‘This road takes us to Shedfield. The turning to Wickham is about a mile or so back …’


			The driver nodded, as if in understanding, but didn’t alter his speed or direction. Justin peered at the back of his head, taking in the broad shoulders and neat, clipped hair, realizing for the first time that he didn’t recognize him. Was this someone new? Someone who didn’t know the area?


			‘There’s a junction up ahead. We can turn there …’


			The car sped up, forcing Justin back into his seat.


			‘There’s no hurry. Better to get there in one piece …’ he joked, his voice sounding flat and tense.


			How fast were they going? Sixty miles per hour? Seventy? Now a creeping anxiety began to steal over him. Why were they going so fast? And why wouldn’t the driver respond?


			‘Look, I’m going to have to ask you to slow down …’


			No response, the car continuing to roar along the narrow country lane.


			‘Look, mate, what’s the fucking hurry?’


			As if in response, the car swerved violently off the road, sending Justin tumbling to his left. Desperately, he grabbed hold of the seat belt and hauled himself upright – to find that they were now speeding along a rough track, the Mercedes bouncing up and down over the uneven surface. Angry, alarmed, Justin unclicked his seatbelt and moved forwards, rapping angrily on the glass partition that separated them.


			‘I’m telling you to stop …’


			The car roared on and to his surprise Justin saw chain-link gates ahead, gates which hung open, as if expecting their arrival. Moments later, they swept into what was clearly some kind of building site.


			Panic gripped him now and delving into his pocket, he tugged out his mobile phone. He pushed down hard on the ‘on’ button, but as he did so, the car came to an abrupt halt. Unprepared, Justin was catapulted forwards, his face slamming into the glass partition. The phone tumbled from his grasp and he slumped backwards. His hand instinctively went up to his head, but hovered there hopelessly, body and brain too stunned to function. He was seeing stars, he could taste blood in his mouth, could feel his limbs shaking and there was nothing he could do now, as the door opened and rough hands grabbed him, dragging him from the car.


		


	

		

			Chapter 6


			Wrenching open the door, Adam marched into the darkened room.


			‘Hello?’


			His greeting echoed through the empty space, dying in the air.


			‘Justin?’


			There was no reply. In fact, there was no sound at all, save for the skittering of Caspar’s paws as he scampered across the polished wooden floor. Adam had just picked him up from their neighbour, an old boy who doted on the pup, but as usual Caspar had no interest in Adam, concerned only with finding Justin, the sole object of his affections.


			Stepping around the dog, Adam headed into the kitchen. Oftentimes he’d find Justin in here, draining a beer whilst rustling up something imaginative for dinner, but the room was deserted.


			‘Justin? Are you home?’


			His strangulated voice bounced off the walls, but still there was no response. Adam hurried into the master bedroom. This too was empty, so he carried on, completing a tour of the bedrooms and bathrooms, before finally returning to the living area. He’d known it as soon as he’d entered, such was the eerie stillness in the house, but there was no doubt now. They were alone.


			Extracting his phone, Adam dialled Justin’s number. It went straight to voicemail, his voice shaking as he left a message.


			‘It’s me … I’m home. Just wondering where you are. Call me when you get this.’


			The dog was looking at him entreatingly, as if he should be trying harder, but what more could he do? He would give it a few minutes – allow Justin time to call him back – then, if he still hadn’t heard anything, he’d call the car company to register his concern. It didn’t normally take them this long to get home, but it was rush hour, so perhaps they’d been held up in traffic? Anxiously, Adam glanced down at his phone.


			19.07.


		


	

		

			Day Two


		


	

		

			Chapter 7


			Charlie moved quickly across the kitchen, flicking a look at the clock. It was early morning and as usual she was running late. She’d slept badly, finding it impossible to get comfortable, and was groggy when her alarm went off. Steve had gone to work early, leaving Charlie to feed and dress Jessica, whilst somehow finding the time to make herself look respectable for work.


			‘Do you want anything more to eat?’


			Jessica looked at the remnants of her Weetabix, deep in thought.


			‘Quickly, please, love, we’re on borrowed time …’


			After a moment’s consideration, Jessica assented, thrusting her hand into the box to pull out another wheat biscuit. Charlie swallowed a sigh – her daughter was a good eater, but slow – and they were already behind schedule. Jessica was dressed, which was a blessing, but they’d somehow have to tame her hair before they left – an exercise which Jessica bitterly resented, often threatening to cut the whole lot off with some craft scissors. Some mornings, Charlie was tempted to let her.


			In addition to her normal morning duties, Charlie also had to find time to make a packed lunch. This was a new part of the daily routine, Jessica’s best friend Mia having recently opted for this over school dinners. Shoving a bag of Hula Hoops and a carton of apple juice into Jessica’s lunchbox, she reached for the bread, intending to add a Marmite sandwich as the crowning glory. As she did so, she felt a sharp, stabbing sensation in the centre of her being. The pain seared through her, unbalancing her, and she gasped as she held onto the kitchen surface for support. A moment’s fear, a moment’s shock, then a flood of relief – it wasn’t anything serious, though it was painful, the baby stamping on her pelvic bone. Righting herself, Charlie realized that Jessica was staring at her, concern creasing her face.


			‘It’s all right, sweetheart,’ Charlie said quickly. ‘Just your little brother or sister getting in some practice for the trampoline …’


			It was said lightly, though her innards throbbed. Satisfied, uninterested, Jessica returned to her Weetabix, toying with it, as if considering whether to eat it. For a moment, Charlie didn’t move, staring at her daughter, trying to divine her thoughts.


			‘Jessie?’


			The little girl nodded as she finally manoeuvred the cereal into her mouth.


			‘Jessie, love, are you excited about the baby?’


			Another spoonful disappeared, but Jessica didn’t respond.


			‘It’ll be fun to have someone to play with, won’t it?’ Charlie said cheerfully. ‘You can show them your dolls, your dressing up, your toys. It’ll be like having a friend in the house all the time …’


			Jessica had now tired of her Weetabix, pushing the bowl away. Still she didn’t react, making Charlie wonder if she’d even heard.


			‘Jessica? Are you excited?’


			And now finally Jessica looked up, nodding briefly, before saying: ‘Can I have sausage rolls at my party?’


			Charlie was momentarily taken aback. It was Jessica’s birthday party tomorrow and she was sure all bases had been covered during their many conversations.


			‘And party rings too?’


			Jessica rose, heading away from the table, seeking her favourite dolls, which were arranged in a neat line on the living-room sofa. Charlie stood stock-still, saddened. She knew it was foolish to be upset by Jessica’s response, but she had hoped for a little more excitement. She’d seen other children who were virtually hysterical at the prospect of having a sibling to mother, dress up and cosset. But so far there had been nothing like that from Jessica. She had asked little, spoken little, about the birth; in fact she seemed supremely unbothered by the imminent arrival.


			Lost in her dolls, Jessica was interested only in her party, her friends, her toys … and herself. Such was the perfect self-absorption of youth.


		


	

		

			Chapter 8


			Helen lay perfectly still, her eyes tightly closed against the morning sunlight. Despite this, she could tell that Joseph was looking at her. She had often woken from her slumbers to find him propped up on one elbow, taking in her firm, battle-scarred body, and she could tell by the rhythm of his movements that he was doing so now. Previously, she’d have tugged the sheet up to her chin, embarrassed by the scarring, but now she was happy to lie there, naked and exposed. She didn’t mind him looking, she knew it wasn’t lust that made him examine the angry strips of skin that decorated her body. He was intrigued by her, as she was by him.


			‘Haven’t you got somewhere you need to be …?’ Helen breathed, without opening her eyes.


			‘Probably. You see, I’ve got this nightmare boss. I can’t be late for work.’


			‘Best get a move on then. But you can make me breakfast first.’


			‘Isn’t that the eternal dilemma?’ Joseph sighed. ‘Ambition versus …’


			‘Versus what?’ Helen responded, rolling over to face him.


			‘Versus …’


			Joseph paused to consider, staring at her, then: ‘… pleasure.’


			‘Is that what this is?’


			‘You tell me.’


			Helen smiled briefly, but said nothing, settling down on her back once more. She was enjoying this game, but knew that her light-hearted question would have to be answered at some point. Did she have feelings for Joseph? And he for her? And if so, what on earth would they do about it? Romances within the team were frowned upon and if Helen genuinely wanted to pursue a relationship with him, it would mean one of them leaving Southampton Central, a thought that sent a shiver down her spine. But perhaps she was getting ahead of herself. For now, they were just two lovers sharing a bed.


			Despite his tacit agreement to make breakfast, Joseph made no move to leave, instead running a finger gently over her most recent war wound, an area of thick scarring on her thigh.


			‘Don’t.’


			Helen didn’t want to be reminded of her recent brush with death, deep in the heart of the New Forest. Obligingly, Joseph moved his finger up to her stomach, but here too he found remnants of past battles. Moving over her midriff, over her breasts, he brushed the side of her neck, narrowly avoiding another injury.


			‘How do you do it?’ His tone had changed subtly, concern seeping into his affection now. ‘How do you keep getting back up?’


			‘Just lucky, I guess,’ Helen replied, with a decent impression of a shrug.


			‘I mean it,’ Joseph continued. ‘You’ve put your body, yourself, through so much. Aren’t you afraid that one day your luck will run out?’


			Helen turned to him, surprised. She had had a very similar conversation with her superior, Detective Superintendent Grace Simmons, a few months back, in which she too had expressed fears for Helen. Was that all this was? Genuine, well-meaning concern? Or had they both spotted something she hadn’t?


			‘I don’t really think about it, to be honest. If there’s a job to be done, I do it.’


			‘And you’ve never been tempted to step back, away from the front line?’


			‘To make way for a better man, you mean?’


			‘No, of course not. It’s just … don’t you ever feel that …’


			Joseph looked down, staring at the bedsheets, as if trying to find the words.


			‘… that you’ve done enough?’


			His question struck home. It wasn’t something she’d considered before, but now Helen wondered if – when – she would ever be able to stop.


			‘Not really. I don’t know what else I’d do, to be honest—’


			‘But what if someone had feelings for you …’


			Helen stared at him, curious as to what was coming next.


			‘… wanted to take care of you, say …’


			‘If they genuinely cared for me,’ Helen replied carefully, ‘they’d know better than to try to change me. That would be the mark of true affection, the only sort I’d accept.’


			‘So you are … open to the idea of relationships then?’


			‘Of course. I’m not a total freak, whatever you might have read.’


			Unbidden, an image of Emilia Garanita popped into Helen’s mind, but she pushed this spectre away. The journalist had no place here.


			‘Tell me more …’


			Joseph’s tone was casual, but he couldn’t disguise his interest.


			‘You probably know a lot of it already, all that I’m willing to share anyway.’


			Was that disappointment in his expression?


			‘The truth is I’ve never been very good at maintaining relationships. I’ve … I’ve always felt that contact with me … harms people rather than helps them. Which … which is why I’ve made a life for myself alone.’


			Another note of disquiet in Joseph’s expression.


			‘Not that I wouldn’t say “no” to some company at Christmas, someone to go on holiday with perhaps …’


			She wasn’t sure she really meant this – whether she would ever be able to go that far – but Joseph seemed pleased by the idea, his handsome face breaking into a smile once more.


			‘What about you?’ Helen continued, brightly. ‘Are you on the market? Or was once enough for you?’


			‘Well, I can’t say it ended well last time, but never say never …’


			Helen said nothing, continuing to look at him. She had answered enough questions and was intrigued to learn more. Joseph seemed to sense this, realizing it was his turn in this game of Show and Tell.


			‘Karen and I married very young.’


			Joseph paused and for a moment Helen thought that was all he was prepared to offer, but then: ‘Anyone could have told us it was a mistake – they did tell us – but we didn’t listen, why would we? The truth is we didn’t know each other, not really. You know how it goes, you meet someone, you like the look of them, they’re funny, sparky, kind … and that feels enough. But it isn’t, of course it isn’t … The years pass, life gets serious and suddenly you realize that you have completely different needs, completely different attitudes to family, kids, politics—’


			‘You had kids?’ Helen replied, surprised.


			‘Thankfully not,’ Joseph replied, smiling. ‘We would have made a pig’s ear of that too. To be honest, the more we got to know each other, the more we realized that we were totally incompatible. In the end, we had to chalk it up to experience and move on.’


			‘A fresh start.’


			Joseph nodded and fell silent, continuing to stare at Helen. And now, for the first time, Helen did feel self-conscious, as if something had changed. Somehow she felt honour-bound to say something, to respond to Joseph’s honesty and openness, but suddenly she couldn’t think of anything to say. What could she offer that was honest, sincere and true, when in reality her feelings were changing all the time?


			Still he looked at her, as if issuing a silent challenge. Helen could feel her colour rising and was on the point of making a feeble excuse to wriggle out of the situation, when suddenly her phone started ringing. Relieved, and perhaps a little ashamed, she rolled over to answer it.


			‘Sorry to disturb you early, ma’am …’


			DC Bentham was always polite, but never wasted time with niceties when he had something serious to report.


			‘… but we’ve found a body.’


		


	

		

			Chapter 9


			Her wheels bit into the gravel, bringing the bike to an abrupt stop. Helen was off her Kawasaki before the noise of the engine had died, slipping the keys into her pocket and hurrying towards the scene. Selfish thoughts of her own pleasure were already a fading memory – she was a detective inspector once more, energized and focused.


			Ahead of her, a uniformed officer hovered by a neat square of fluttering police tape. It was standard practice to erect a cordon around the crime scene, but it struck Helen as faintly ridiculous. They were on a building site in a remote part of the countryside near Curbridge, accessible only by a mile-long dirt track – the chances of members of the public wandering onto the scene were remote in the extreme.


			Joseph Hudson had dismounted his bike and was by her side, raising the police cordon. Ducking underneath, Helen approached the attending officer, who looked ill at ease.


			‘Morning,’ Helen said, keeping her tone bright. ‘What’ve you got for me?’


			‘Lone male, deceased, late twenties, early thirties …’


			‘Who found him?’ Joseph asked.


			‘The site foreman.’


			For the first time, Helen became aware of a rough-looking man sitting on the steps of a Portakabin. Unshaven, with greying hair, his weathered face spoke of a lifetime’s work in the open air. He was puffing hard on a cigarette and even from this distance Helen could see his hand was shaking.


			‘There’s no work going on here currently, but he still comes down most mornings to check on the site. He opened up at around eight thirty and called us five minutes later. I’ve got all the details and he’s agreed to make a statement …’


			As the officer continued his summary, Helen took in the scene. The foundations of a large building – a warehouse, an industrial unit perhaps – were clearly visible, as were cement mixers, wheelbarrows and scattered groupings of breeze blocks. A thin layer of white dust coated everything and this, allied with the discarded Coke cans and crisp packets, should have given the site a feeling of life, of activity temporarily suspended. But actually, the whole place felt dead, as if the crew had given up halfway, abandoning the project to its fate.


			‘Any idea who the victim is?’


			Joseph’s question snapped Helen out of her reverie.


			‘He’s not known to the foreman … and I haven’t touched anything,’ the officer continued, answering Joseph’s next question in advance.


			‘Anyone reported missing overnight?’ Helen asked.


			‘A couple of people who might fit the bill,’ the officer responded hesitantly. ‘But until we know more …’


			‘Shall we?’


			Helen gestured to the body and they covered the short distance in a matter of seconds. It was clear that the victim was not a workman – even before Helen noticed his blue silk suit, she clocked the expensive leather brogues. The man was lying face down in the dirt, his arms splayed out in front of him, his head twisted slightly to one side. His eyes were wide open, staring up at the sky in shock.


			‘He was dragged here,’ Helen observed, pointing to the smeared pattern in the dust leading to the body.


			‘And look there,’ Joseph added. ‘There’s a footwear mark of some kind.’


			Helen crouched down, taking in what looked like a bootprint next to the body. It was large – size eight, size nine? – with a distinctive ridged pattern on the sole. An army boot? A hiking shoe perhaps? Turning from the corpse, Helen followed the line of footprints, growing steadily fainter and further apart with each step, suggesting that the killer had dumped the body, then fled.


			‘Any idea where these go?’ she continued, gesturing to the footprints.


			‘There are fresh tyre tracks in and out of the site. Looks like whoever did this retreated to a vehicle and took off,’ the officer replied briskly. ‘No idea what sort of car it is, but I’ve cordoned them off for scene of crime.’


			‘Good. We’re a long way from town,’ Helen replied, ‘and there’s no public transport out here.’


			‘Which might suggest the site was chosen specifically. Remote, deserted, no chance of any witnesses to the crime …’


			Mulling on Joseph’s words, Helen returned her attention to the body. Leaning in, she removed a pen from her pocket and pulled down the man’s shirt collar. She’d spotted markings in this area and her face clouded over as she took in the sight before her. A thick band of purple bruising surrounded his entire neck. Running directly through the centre of this dark, traumatized area, like a neat, scarlet necklace, was a deep cut, which had ruptured the flesh. Whoever was responsible for this awful crime had applied considerable force, the victim’s neck so devastated that Helen could glimpse the windpipe inside.


			Behind her, Joseph exhaled slowly, echoing her own feelings. This was a brutal, terrifying way to die. Helen could almost feel the choking lack of oxygen, the searing pain as the skin split open, as the weapon – a piece of wire, a garrotte perhaps? – pulled ever tighter. Shaking off her disquiet, Helen slipped on a pair of gloves and gently lifted the man’s head, turning the face fractionally towards her. The victim was young, with good skin and strong, handsome features, even though his eyes were now bloodshot, his face dirty and whatever life had once illuminated those features was now extinguished. Replacing his face in the dust, Helen began to pat down the body, her hands alighting on the side pocket of the man’s jacket which bulged promisingly.


			Carefully, she reached inside, testing the fabric for smaller items that might tumble out, but there was nothing apart from the reassuring bulk of a wallet. Drawing it out, she opened it up. A slew of platinum credit cards greeted her, and tucked in behind them the familiar pink of a UK driver’s licence. Withdrawing it, Helen took in the details. And now she got her second surprise of the day. The photo was vaguely familiar, though a little fuzzy, but there was nothing elusive about the victim’s identity. This was a name Helen recognized, a name most of Southampton would recognize. A man whose life had been touched by darkness before.


			‘Was Justin Lanning one of the names on your list?’ she asked, turning to the uniformed officer once more.


			‘Yes, ma’am,’ he answered quickly.


			‘And what do we know about the circumstances of his disappearance?’


			Now the officer paused, as if loath to be the bearer of bad news.


			‘His partner called it in last night. Lanning was picked up from his office around six o’clock, but never made it home. Apparently, he’d phoned his partner around that time, in a bit of state …’


			‘Because?’


			‘Because he’d just received a threatening call, telling him …’


			The officer hesitated once more, looking unnerved, before concluding: ‘… telling him that he had one hour to live.’


		


	

		

			Chapter 10


			Charlie stood on the cold concrete, taking in the deserted space in front of her.


			Helen and DC Hudson were at the building site, handing over to scene of crime, but Charlie had headed straight to Endeavour House. Lanning’s office was on the top floor, a penthouse commanding stunning views of the water. She would head there shortly, but for now she wanted to run the rule over the basement – the last place Justin Lanning had been seen alive.


			He’d been spotted exiting the lift shortly after 6 p.m., heading for the underground car park, where it was his custom to pick up the executive car that ferried him home. After that, nothing – until the foreman’s distressing discovery this morning. Lanning’s mobile phone was missing and had been turned off around the time he left work, so would be of no use in helping track his movements. The narrative of the affluent executive’s disappearance would need to be stitched together piece by piece.


			‘What time did the car arrive?’


			She turned to face Dave Prentice, the block’s head of security. Overweight and jowly, he had the physique and demeanour of an ex-policeman. In his day, he would have been an imposing presence, but today he looked cowed.


			‘At five thirty-one p.m.’


			‘How can you be so precise? Do you have cameras down here?’


			‘Unfortunately not,’ Prentice responded, his embarrassment increasing. ‘But the executive cars have built-in zappers that automatically raise the gates, letting them into the car park. Each zapper has a unique signature, so we can be sure that that was Lanning’s car. I gave the number plate and details to your colleague over the phone …’


			DC Bentham had already been tasked with chasing down the details of the missing car and its driver – finding the vehicle was crucial – but that wasn’t what interested Charlie now. She was more interested in the fact that Lanning’s driver – his abductor? – had entered the building half an hour before Lanning rang for his ride home. This might simply have been good service – a regular driver knowing that Lanning liked to be picked up at 6 p.m. on the dot – but Charlie sensed a more sinister motive.


			‘What else is down here?’ she asked, scanning the lines of smart cars.


			‘Not much. Storage rooms, staff changing areas, the substation for the utilities and lift syst—’


			‘I’d like to see that, please.’


			Her tone was polite, but urgent. Prentice didn’t linger, leading her to the far side of the car park where a steel door barred access to the utilities area of the building. It was decorated with signs proclaiming ‘No Entry’ and ‘Danger of Electrocution’, but someone had not heeded the warning. The heavy-duty padlock that was supposed to secure the door hung limply from its loop.


			‘What the fu—’


			A flustered Prentice reached out towards the padlock, but Charlie stopped him, catching his arm in mid-flight. Stepping forward, donning latex gloves, she removed the padlock. It had been severed cleanly, with bolt cutters or similar, before being replaced in the loop, allowing the intruder free access to this reserved space.


			Easing the heavy door open, Charlie stepped inside. An eerie, dim glow illuminated the claustrophobic space, which was filled with the low, satisfied hum of electricity. There were no obvious footprints or dust patterns, but still Charlie proceeded carefully, sticking to the edges of the room as she worked her way to the far wall. Prentice followed in her wake, wheezing gently.


			‘What have we got here?’


			‘The mains electricity, the meters, the main fuse box and a separate outlet providing power to the lift system.’


			He gestured to a large console on the back wall and Charlie took a step closer. She recognized the brand name – Schindler – but had no idea what any of the buttons or levers did.


			‘Any idea how it works?’


			‘Not a clue. Not my area,’ Prentice shot back quickly, keen to offload at least some of the responsibility for Lanning’s disappearance.


			‘But if you wanted to kill the power to the lift? If, say, there was a fire and you wanted to disable the system …’


			‘Well, if the fire alarm is triggered, the lifts shut off automatically. But, if you want to do it manually, I think all you do is pull that lever there …’


			He gestured to a large red lever on the right-hand side of the console. Charlie moved in closer and even in the pale light of the sodium bulb, she could see that this lever had considerably less dust on it than the rest of the box, as if it had been activated recently. It was simple, but effective. Once an intruder had gained access to the substation, it would have been child’s play to kill the power to the lifts, leaving Lanning at his mercy.


			Thanking Prentice for his help, Charlie ushered him from the darkened room.


			‘No one sets foot in there until after the scene of crime team have completed their work, OK?’


			Prentice nodded forcefully, for a moment back in his role as a beat copper. Leaving him standing sentry, Charlie headed back into the main area of the car park, her eyes falling once more on the main lift doors. The picture of what happened was fairly clear now, seeming to tally with the basics of what Adam Cannon had told the operator when he called in his partner’s disappearance. Lanning’s assailant had arrived just after half past five, taking up position in the car park, before heading to the substation. Disabling the lifts at precisely 6 p.m., he had then made the call, presumably from this basement, before lying in wait, assuming – knowing? – that Lanning’s instinctive response would be to take the car home, to hole up there, until he could make sense of the strange threat he’d just received.


			Time would tell who had ferried Lanning to his death. Perhaps one of his regular drivers was involved – bribed, blackmailed, even threatened? Or perhaps his assailant had simply ‘borrowed’ the car to carry out his murderous scheme. They would discover this in due course, but for now one thing was clear. The attack on Lanning had been meticulously researched, planned and executed. This was no crank call, nor an idle prank.


			The killer had made good on his threat.


		


	

		

			Chapter 11


			They crowded round her, hungry for details. Even the more experienced detectives in the room sensed that this was going to be a major investigation.


			‘Most of you will recognize the name …’


			Helen fixed a head shot to the murder board. She was back at Southampton Central, in the packed incident room.


			‘Justin Lanning was one of a group of schoolchildren abducted by Daniel King, eight years ago. They were all from the same Southampton secondary school and were doing their Duke of Edinburgh Award on the South Downs when they fell into his clutches. Five teenagers were held captive in his farmhouse near Chilgrove, where they were physically and psychologically tortured. Lanning and three of his friends eventually managed to escape, but their classmate Rachel Wood wasn’t so lucky – she was murdered by King in the basement of the farmhouse, before he set fire to the building and fled.’


			King had never been apprehended, but Helen didn’t need to spell that out. Every officer present knew it – King was an infamous fugitive from justice – and she wanted to keep their attention fixed firmly on the here and now.


			‘Lanning was seventeen at the time and obviously was severely traumatized by the experience. But he, and the other survivors, have proved to be a resilient bunch. Lanning in particular seems to have made a success of things – at only twenty-five his life seemed a lot more ordered and impressive than mine ever was …’


			A chuckle from the team, a moment of levity in what had been a disquieting morning.


			‘He studied at Southampton University, getting a first in Marine Exploration, then did a post-grad year at Brighton – Business Studies – before returning home. He’s from Southampton originally, was brought up in Fordham, and like the rest of his DoE group attended a local comprehensive, St Mary’s. He eventually set up home in the city, joining Redstone Solutions in 2016, a company that supplies protection to companies in the oil and gas industry. He lived with his partner, Adam Cannon, in a large house in rural Wickham and seemed to be set fair. But last night he was strangled and his body dumped on a building site, a couple of miles from his home.’


			A couple of knowing looks from the team – Daniel King had threatened to strangle the abducted schoolchildren whilst they were trussed up in his basement – but Helen wasn’t going to go there. She was interested in evidence, not speculation.


			‘We believe he was abducted from his office in Ocean Village early yesterday evening. Do we know who was scheduled to pick Lanning up last night?’


			‘I’ve spoken to the car service,’ DC Bentham offered. ‘Prestige Travel, they’re based out of an industrial estate in Thornhill. They’re a small outfit, who use a rotating roster of drivers for the Endeavour House pick-up. A guy called Leo Bagdadtis was down to pick up Lanning, but his car appears to have been stolen at around three p.m. yesterday.’


			‘Does that check out?’


			‘He rang his local police station at around half past three. I’ve spoken to the team down there – Bagdadtis was in the nick at 6 p.m., reporting the theft. He’s got no priors and seemed pretty upset by the loss of his only means of income. I think he’s genuine.’


			‘OK, usual drill then. Send officers to his home address – we’re looking for any witnesses, CCTV, anything that might give us a lead on who took the car. Do we have any idea where the car is now?’


			‘It doesn’t have any sort of transponder,’ Joseph spoke up, ‘so we’re going to have to track it down ourselves. We’ve got some decent traffic cam images as far as Botley. Nothing showing Lanning or the driver, but it does give us the direction of travel—’


			‘Which suggests they were heading to Lanning’s home,’ Helen interrupted.


			‘Exactly. That takes us up to about six forty p.m. No deviations in route, decent progress through the usual traffic, but we lose it when the car leaves the Botley road.’


			‘So …?’


			‘From there, it could have gone anywhere, but there’s no traffic cam images of it heading back into Southampton, nor was it picked up on any of the nearby A roads or motorways.’


			‘Anything at ports or airports?’


			‘No, so our working theory is that it’s been concealed locally – in a garage, car park, outbuilding – or it’s been dumped somewhere near the crime scene. Obviously we’ve alerted the traffic police, as well as the local beat coppers, but we’re also going to send up the drones – there’s a lot of woodland and agricultural units out there that might make good disposal sites.’


			‘Let me know as soon as you have anything,’ Helen responded, turning from him. ‘What do we know about the phone call, the one threatening Lanning?’


			‘It was made from an unregistered pay-as-you-go phone,’ Charlie replied, turning to address the rest of the group. ‘The signal was lost shortly after 6 p.m. yesterday and in fact has only ever pinged twice. Yesterday in the vicinity of Endeavour House and once a couple of days before that, in the Northam area.’


			‘Any idea where the phone was bought?’


			‘The SIM card’s not registered to any of the major domestic providers, so it must have been bought on the black market.’


			‘Any idea where the first call pinged specifically?’


			‘We’ve got an area of about half a mile in Northam, but there’s lots of flats, shops, industrial units – we can’t be more specific than that.’


			‘And the call itself, what do we know about it?’


			‘It was made at 6 p.m. and lasted precisely one minute.’


			‘To the second?’ Helen replied, surprised.


			‘To the second.’


			Helen nodded, but said nothing. Again, she noted looks being exchanged between the team – the precision of the killer’s approach was clearly unnerving some of the officers.


			‘OK, well Lanning’s call and message history is obviously important. We only have a second-hand account of the content of the call, from Lanning’s partner. So, we need to see who was contacting Lanning in the run-up to last night. Were there other threatening messages, any unusual call patterns, new contacts?’


			‘We’re on it,’ Charlie confirmed.


			‘While we’re on the subject of contacts, I want the rest of you to trawl over Lanning’s life. Let’s run the rule over his current partner, Adam Cannon. Talk to neighbours, see if we can find out what manner of couple they were, but let’s also look at his financial situation, his emails, his messages. Also, chase down family, friends, colleagues, people Lanning may have interacted with overseas. Protection in the oil business is a dangerous game – Lanning will have come into contact with all manner of dictators, corrupt officials, mercenaries and common-or-garden mobsters. Let’s see if Redstone – and Lanning especially – had had any issues. Contracts terminated, accusations made, people paid off or not paid off. Was Lanning himself experiencing financial problems? Had he overcommitted himself with the move to Wickham? Was he content in his personal life? Let’s lift all the rocks and see what crawls out.’


			There was a brief silence, some of the team scribbling down notes, then DC Malik spoke up.


			‘And are we looking into whether his death might have any link to his previous experiences?’


			Malik didn’t need to spell out what she was referring to and privately Helen commended her for having the balls to ask the question.


			‘That’s not our principal line of enquiry,’ Helen replied. ‘Though we should keep an open mind. There have been three “sightings” of King in the last eighteen months, the most recent one about four weeks ago in Southampton …’


			A ripple of interest passed through the group, but Helen was quickly upon it.


			‘But all of them were unsubstantiated and were either made anonymously or by those seeking publicity. One of the survivors – Maxine Pryce – has just published a book about their ordeal, meaning that their abduction is very much in people’s minds – suddenly folk are seeing King everywhere. So, we treat such unsubstantiated claims with caution and interrogate the method of attack too. Yes, it appears Lanning was strangled, but there could be any number of reasons why he was murdered in that manner. It may have a link to his past experiences. It may be entirely coincidental. Or it might be deliberately designed to throw us off track, to lead us down a blind alley.’


			She let this thought settle, before continuing: ‘Daniel King was a highly disturbed individual, clearly capable of killing. And he may, or may not, be alive. But we have to look at the nature of his attacks. Before the incidents at his farmhouse, King attempted to strangle two individuals, both of them schoolchildren walking home down remote country lanes. Neither attempt was successful, both victims managing to fight him off and raise the alarm. These attempted murders were not particularly well thought out or executed – they were crude and amateurish. Even his treatment of the Duke of Edinburgh kids was bungled – he had them all at his mercy, trussed up in his cellar, yet a simple mistake on his part allowed them to escape. So, yes, King was violent and motivated to murder, but he was not a clinical killer. Justin Lanning’s murder feels different – clean, precise, even professional.’


			‘Are we saying it’s a hit, then?’ Malik replied.


			‘That’s for us to find out,’ Helen answered, determined not to let the team get ahead of themselves. ‘So let’s get to it, shall we?’


			The meeting broke up, the team hurrying off to do Helen’s bidding. She could have carried on the conversation, but what they needed now was hard evidence. Even so, as she watched her officers scurry back to their stations, her mind continued to turn on the manner of Lanning’s death. On the face of it, it had all the hallmarks of a hit – well planned and ruthlessly executed, the assassin making good his escape with ease. But if that was the case, then one intriguing question remained.


			If this was a professional assassination, why had Lanning been given advance notice of his death?


		


	

		

			Chapter 12


			‘Justin Lanning?’


			Emilia Garanita couldn’t conceal her astonishment. She’d hurried to the remote building site hoping for something juicy, but what she’d been told beggared belief.


			‘Are you sure that was his name?’


			PC Marvin Hayes suddenly looked concerned, as if he’d overstepped the mark or said the wrong thing. He’d seemed keen to get rid of Emilia, hoping that by giving her something she might be satisfied, but now realized he’d miscalculated. She was going nowhere.


			‘How did they identify him?’


			‘Wasn’t hard,’ the uniformed copper continued, casting a nervous glance over his shoulder. ‘He had his wallet on him. Who is he anyway?’


			Emilia was tempted to laugh, but suppressed the urge. This kid was obviously fresh out of police college. He’d only have been twelve or so when Justin and his schoolfriends were abducted, so perhaps it was understandable he didn’t recognize Lanning’s name, but still … such had been the publicity surrounding the case surely something would have registered?


			Five teenagers, young, naive and full of hope, abducted and tortured by a crazed loner in a remote farmhouse. It was every parent’s worst nightmare – one that was still fresh in people’s memory, but should anyone be hazy on the details, Maxine Pryce’s misery memoir would fill in the gaps. Emilia had read One Dark Night in preparation for their recent phone interview and, at over five hundred pages long, it had more than enough heartache, pain and tragedy for even the most mawkish reader. Perhaps she should buy a copy for this callow young man?


			‘Just someone I’ve come across,’ Emilia replied, just about keeping a straight face.


			This was a lie. Emilia had tried to gain access to the traumatized schoolchildren back then, but the families and the police had thrown an impenetrable, protective cordon around them. Emilia was a rookie reporter, lacking the audacity or cunning she now possessed, and had been left chatting to uncles, aunts and distant acquaintances, none of whom could offer up anything decent. Now it appeared the wheel had come full circle and there had been no one to protect Lanning this time.


			‘Who found him?’


			‘Site manager. Don’t know his name though.’


			These final words were delivered sharply, definitively, as if ending the conversation. This time Emilia did laugh. Once a copper had bitten, once they’d given you information that could be used against them, they were hooked on the line. It would be she who decided when this interview ended.


			‘One final question, then,’ Emilia continued. ‘How did he die?’


			This was what she really wanted to know. She already had far more than she’d been expecting on arrival at this remote scene, but the impact of her article – and of Justin Lanning’s death – hinged significantly on what Hayes said next.


			‘Look, I can’t tell you much …’ the officer continued nervously. ‘I’m just here to secure the scene …’


			‘But …?’ Emilia replied, coaxingly.


			‘But I overheard DS Hudson saying he’d been strangled.’


			And there it was. If she was honest with herself, Emilia had been hoping for this answer, but hadn’t thought it remotely possible. She would have to follow this up with her contact at the mortuary, of course, but if PC Hayes was telling the truth, then a sensational story had just dropped into her lap. Justin Lanning had escaped death once, but not a second time. Was it possible the two events were connected? Had the darkness returned to claim him?


			It was a tantalizing thought. Daniel King was hardly the world’s most successful killer – he had twice tried and failed to strangle lone schoolgirls, before the Duke of Edinburgh Award participants fell into his lap. Nor did his body count of one put him in the big league. No, it was what he’d done to those poor kids that fascinated people; that and the fact that he’d vanished into thin air. Following the fire at the farmhouse, he’d been spotted soon after the children’s escape in the village of West Ashling, then later in Chichester. King was presumed to have killed himself – his hat, clothes, wallet and phone had been found near a remote cliff, a day after the inferno at the farmhouse. But how could anyone be sure? His body had never been found, nor had he been seen entering the water. Was it possible that he was still out there, consumed by evil thoughts, biding his time to strike again?


			Pryce rubbished this notion in her book, but there had been several ‘sightings’ of him over the years and there were plenty of internet conspiracies, offering details of King’s ‘subsequent murders’. And now Justin Lanning had been strangled, right here in Southampton. If anything was going to reignite speculation about Daniel King’s whereabouts, this brutal crime was.


			‘Thanks very much, Constable Hayes. You’ve been very helpful.’


			The policeman seemed unnerved, but Emilia didn’t linger to enjoy his discomfort. She had a story to break. She’d major on last night’s murder, underscoring the cruel, ironic tragedy of Lanning’s death, but there would be plenty of room for Daniel King too. He was the real draw and she would not stint on bringing him to life for her readers, making sure to include the one official photo they had of him, the one that still sent shivers down her spine. Crookedly handsome, with beguiling green eyes, straggly fair hair and a sly expression, he was a seductively sinister monster.


			A phantom killer who continued to haunt the collective imagination.
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