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      Michael looked up at her and knew he was going to die.

      He had been in tricky situations with the ladies before. His charm would fail him here. Those eyes told him this was not a role-play situation. Like two cold chips of ice; a penetrating blue. The same eyes which just a few hours ago had lured him to his fate. Now they terrified him. This was like nothing he had experienced in his life. She clearly loved a spray tan and showing off her impressive cleavage. Perhaps it was what lured him. Was he that shallow? Well, yes of course!

      He looked around the gloomy cellar with its brick wall décor. The well-used manacles gave the impression this woman liked things a certain way. She would be the one in control. The bloodstains told him he was not the first to die in this room. Michael always believed he would fight to survive if his life was ever in danger, yet he had somehow become resigned to it quickly. He couldn’t change it. Screaming would not help, as they were probably miles from anywhere. He was sure this crazy bitch would have soundproofed her torture chamber.

      She was undressing and he could not help but be aroused. He closed his eyes trying to think about something unsexy. Like you he did in the morning when he was bursting for a piss. He’d perch on the side of the bath thinking about a report for work, waiting for things to… subside.

      “Admit that you killed her, Michael.”

      The cold, calm voice was not asking a question. It was a statement.

      Michael had regrettably strangled his girlfriend to death in a fit of rage yet covered the crime well. So well, three weeks ago a jury had acquitted him. Feeling guilty, he had become reckless, diving into drink, drugs, and women. The usual suspects. The latter had proved to be the most fatal. It’s a shame they didn’t tax sex as a deterrent.

      He knew admitting it would make no difference to his fate, so he said nothing. He refused to confess, and this infuriated her further. She tortured him. He usually liked it rough. This one was psychotic and went far beyond a bit of slap and tickle. His body cried out in pain. He would not give her the satisfaction of knowing he was scared.

      “You see, Michael, I am going to kill you in the same way that you killed that poor woman.”

      “I was acquitted.” His tone pleading, which annoyed him.

      “That means nothing, I know you did it and you will pay for what you have done. You see there are too many people like you, literally getting away with murder. They need to be punished.”

      “And who will punish you?”

      “Silence,” she bellowed. She slapped him hard against the face looking exhilarated at the same time.

      “So, I’m not the first?”

      “No, and you won’t be the last. I have a plan. You form a very small part of my plan. You are insignificant, like a little bug, which I will crush.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t interrupt.” She slapped him again, giving a slow moan of pleasure.

      It was the clear she was completely insane. He was fucked.

      “You see, Michael, I have been busy for a long time. Ten years it has taken me to get to this point and the end is now in sight. Nobody suspects a thing. You see, you will be the eighteenth person whose life I have been responsible for ending. I have eight more people whose lives I intend to snuff out. Then, who knows, I will need a new project.”

      Was she telling the truth? Had she really killed seventeen people before him? How could he not have heard? How could someone be killing that many people and it not be on the news or anything? There had been a serial killer case in London five years ago. Half a dozen ex-prostitutes were murdered, and a police officer. Was she involved in that? The killers had supposedly died in prison, but there had never been a court case. She said she had been killing people for ten years, so what was before then? If they had not tracked her down now, would they ever? Did it mean his body would not be found? His family always wondering and hoping for the rest of their lives? That he could not bear, so he had to ask her.

      “Of course your body will be found. I need the headlines! Enough chatter. The time has come. Before I kill you, I’m going to give you a little treat.”

      She finished undressing and started to touch him. He hated she aroused him so easily. No matter what he told his brain it was no good.

      “I hate these things, but evidence and all that,” she said, as she held up a condom, before putting it on him.

      She sat astride him and moved her body slowly arching her back. He could not help but enjoy it and involuntarily gave a slight moan as he closed his eyes. He felt her hands around his throat and knew it would take some time for him to die. He had not realised her full strength and felt his breathing constricted immediately. She pushed tightly on his windpipe, yet still she rode him. His pleasure senses were heightened, and he wasn’t sure if he would climax or blackout first. He could no longer breathe but refused to open his eyes. He kept them firmly shut so she would not see his fear. He felt immense fear… as well pain, guilt, anger, and pleasure. Then, he felt nothing.
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      Detective Chief Inspector Eric Fenton was preparing himself for a meeting with Chief Superintendent Lisa Taylor. Ten years ago, he had been her boss. She had climbed the ranks, leaving him behind. He had never been the ambitious type and was more than happy to have her as a boss. Her predecessor, Fenton’s old friend Harry Beeden, had been forcibly retired the previous year owing to yet another indiscretion. Thankfully, this time it had not been with a journalist. Fenton was thinking about a case a decade ago where three people had been stabbed to death in a London hotel. All the victims had come from minority groups and journalist, Polly Pilkington, had used the case to whip up moral panic about hate crime. She had openly questioned Fenton’s leadership of the investigation in the press. The team had resolved the case and proved the motives were that of a jealous wife and a money-hungry husband, much to Pilkington’s disappointment. The case had two killers working independently. The woman, Elizabeth Jamal, acted in the spur of the moment and murdered her husband and his gay lover. The other killer, Derek Longhurst, was more calculated. He had witnessed the first murders and taken it as an opportunity to kill his crippled wife. It had been a callous murder and the judge had sentenced him accordingly. However, five years into his life sentence he had been murdered in prison. They had never convicted anyone of the murder, and it appeared the prison authorities and local police hadn’t pushed themselves to solve the case. What was one dead murderer who still had at least another twenty years to serve. Nobody cared.

      Fenton was informed of Derek’s murder shortly after a challenging case, where he had been suspended. A serial killer started murdering former prostitutes, both women and men. There were six victims on the case, including one of his own officers, Detective Inspector Jack Jacobs. It had been a senseless loss, which still weighed heavily on Fenton. He was still unsure why Jack had put himself in such a dangerous position by confronting the killers himself. They had both confessed, but never given a full explanation of the murders at their trial, as they were both dead long before. One killer had murdered the other, then committed suicide whilst on remand. Fenton wondered what was happening in the prisons which made it so easy for prisoners to kill each other, any why were co-defendants on the same wing. Thankfully, he still had plenty of other cases with the perpetrators safely behind bars. He had now been doing the job for so long some of the killers, he’d locked up were now free on parole. Life didn’t always mean life.

      There had been two other people involved in the prostitute serial killer case who Fenton had kept an eye on. He was sure they knew more about Jack’s death. One of them, Ryan Killarney had moved to Sydney and set up a gym with a friend. He’d had a gym in London, Ryan’s Retreat, one of those experience gyms. All the victims were staff or clients of his. The case had ruined his business. The gym in Sydney had been doing well until one day, a couple of years ago, he had jumped off Sydney Harbour Bridge and killed himself. Fenton had spoken to his counterpart in Sydney. It had been a shock to everyone. The other was Karen Kowalski. She owned a gentlemen’s club, which also connected all the victims on the case. Her business had folded, and she’d moved back to Poland. There had been no sign of her since. His colleagues in Vice had said they would let him know if she resurfaced and tried to set up in London again.

      There had been one good thing to come out of the case, which was Detective Inspector Emma Shirkham’s baby boy, Jack. He was now four years old and getting ready to start school. She had not let becoming a single mother hold her back. Fenton had always encouraged her to move up the ranks, yet she had been adamant she was happy as a detective constable. It had all changed after Jack’s murder and the birth of their son. She was already an inspector and doing exceptionally well.

      Fenton had no idea why he was reminiscing about those old cases. They had been some of the highest profile, and his career was coming to an end. It had been his fifty-fifth birthday the day before and his office still had cards on display. He stood up and looked in the mirror. He was showing his age now, although his dark brown eyes still exuded energy. The salt and pepper hair was mostly salt now, as was his stubble. He wasn’t as clean shaven as he once was, but it suited him and hid the natural weather-beaten look which came with age.

      Kentish Town Police Station had been his base for the last ten years. They no longer automatically moved teams to the nearest incident room of the crime scene. It was easier to have the DCI’s at a central base. Some of the junior officers would move around to give them more field experience, but a key team would remain in each location, usually comprising of an inspector, sergeant and two constables. There would be other detectives and clerical workers drafted in depending on the complexity and profile of the case. Fenton’s office was nothing special. It was a decent size with a desk and separate small table with two chairs. He had two personal pictures on display, one of him and his wife on their wedding day and the other of his three daughters when they were still all at school. Given the nature of the cases he was now leading, he had a nine-to-five job for the first time in his life. He could understand the attraction for many people. It was nice to leave whilst it was still daylight in the summer and have a relaxing evening with his wife, having dinner in the garden. However, ten or even five years ago this would have driven him to distraction. He had liked to work at pace and always be on the go. He always found a way to make time for the women in his life. Soon, he’s be able to give them even more time. Perhaps they would not be as keen on that!

      For the last twelve months, he’d taken low profile cases. The no brainers where the killer had admitted it and they only needed to take statements and prepare for court. His main team, which he had used for years, were working on other investigations. He had been assigned a variety of officers for each case he had handled since he’d slowed his pace. Fenton could take his pension at fifty-five and had more than thirty years of service, having joined the Police at the age of twenty-one. He intended to leave at the end of the year. It was June. The last thing he wanted was to take on any high-profile cases, yet he knew that was exactly what DCS Taylor wanted him to do. Would he still have the energy to lead a large team of detectives? He had an idea which case she would ask him to take over, and it was a tricky one. It had been on-going for two years with not a single suspect identified. During Fenton’s career he had only had one case open for as long a time. The Jack Davies case, the death of a young boy. It had affected Fenton significantly, due to the loss of his own son in the late stage of pregnancy. This happened at the same time as the investigation.

      The Davies case had been a difficult one as the team had pursued every line of enquiry and it was one dead end after another. The case went to the cold files. Fenton would not let up and kept going back to it between cases. In time he realised they had overlooked a vital piece of evidence regarding the uncle of the victim. Under interrogation, he had cracked and confessed to killing the child to silence him after he witnessed another crime. It was a senseless murder, yet at least Fenton had brought some sense of closure to the family. From that moment he had never led a murder investigation, which had not been solved.

      

      “Eric, how are ya?” Taylor asked warmly.

      More than a decade in London had done little to soften her dulcet northern tone.

      She was also one of those women who never seemed to age. She was now in her early forties, was tall and lean. Her hair was cut short, with blonde highlights through the natural brown. It really suited her and made her eyes look even bluer. She was a brilliant detective and Fenton was not surprised she was already a chief superintendent. He knew she had her sights set even higher. She had been at this rank for the last year, taking over from Harry when he had retired.

      Fenton gave a deep sigh. “Fine, Lisa, looking forward to putting my feet up in a few months.”

      He knew he could be frank with her. It was how their relation has always been, even when she had worked for him.

      “You can probably guess why I’m here?”

      “Yes, and we’d agreed this would be how I’d work for my last year.”

      “Will you just hear me out?”

      “Of course.”

      “We have four victims over a period of two years. They were all killed in different ways, yet each victim had recently been acquitted of a Category A offence. Now, I dunno how much you’ve heard about this case, so I’ll give you the high-level details. I’m gonna leave the files with you to just look over. If you say no, I’ll respect that, but regardless I’d like your input.”

      She was bloody sneaky!

      “Sure, go ahead,” he said, keeping it neutral.

      “The other similarity about the victims is a photograph was taken soon after death, then posted to social media on the victims own personal profile. Each posting was accompanied by two words, social justice, although the last three was a hashtag.”

      “Social justice? That sounds familiar.”

      “I thought that as well, but I’ve not been able to find anything which links it to any other recent cold cases. I believe we only have these four, for now. The killer seems to be speeding up as the last two victims were a few months apart. There is no pattern. We have had three male victims and one female victim. They are everything from alleged drug dealers to rapists and murderers. There is no forensic evidence from any victim. None of the locations that we found the bodies were the killing scenes. I’ve had two teams working on this and still nowt. The latest victim died a month ago. I really need an experienced pair of hands on this one, Eric. The press is saying we don’t give a fuck because the victims should have all been found guilty. Polly Pilkington has even suggested the killer could be a vigilante police officer.”

      “Have you looked at that angle?”

      “We’ve looked at every angle, Eric. What do you think?”

      “A couple of years ago I would have bitten your hand off.”

      “And now?”

      “I can’t say I’m not tempted, but what happens if it’s not solved by the end of the year. You’ll need to change the DCI again.”

      “This case needs resolving in six days, not six months. Before we have any more victims. We are keeping a close eye on anyone being acquitted, but we can’t keep surveillance on everyone. We’re focussing on murder trials as the last two victims have been acquitted of those crimes.”

      “Is there nobody else?”

      “Of course, but I came to you first. You are the best at these high-profile cases. I need your experience on this one. Nobody’s dealt with as many serial cases as you or has such an exemplary record. It will help keep the press at bay as well.”

      “Polly Pilkington will have a field day if she knows I’m on this one.”

      “I don’t give a fuck about her. She can say what she wants. The fact is you’ve got an exemplary record. You’ve never had a murder case that wasn’t resolved.”

      “Leave the files and I’ll sleep on it. I will have to talk to the wife. She’s already choosing curtains for the apartment in Lanzarote.”

      Taylor laughed. “Well that’s business out the way. Did you get the wedding invite?”

      “I did – a Halloween wedding?”

      “It’s what Mike wanted. He loves that time of year. You’ve been to one of our parties. That’s all him.”

      “Ah yes, and what about you? What do you want?”

      “Whatever makes him happy!”

      “Well, we’ll be there.”

      “What about the girls?”

      “They’ll all be there. They’re all coming home for Christmas this year as well. Be lovely… well hopefully,” he added glancing at the case files.

      At least she had the politeness to look slightly guilty.

      “I’ll let you get on,” she said getting up. The door was open before she looked back and added, “I’m pulling Shirkham and Brennan in for this one as well.”

      He laughed as she closed the door. The case intrigued him, and to work with Brennan and Shirkham again one last time, would be fantastic.
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      The first victim was the only female, Vanya Kurjak, a known drug dealer. She was arrested with ten kilos of heroin in her car. Police believed she had been dealing to children as young as twelve. The case against her was strong as the attic of her five-bedroomed house, which was valued at over two million pounds, was packed floor to ceiling with drugs. She claimed the house was a gift from a former partner. There was no trace of him. The case against her was watertight and she was looking at a long stretch in prison. The prosecution was so confident of a conviction they didn’t offer any deals. Two weeks before the trial someone came forward and confessed to the crime, saying they had planted the drugs in Vanya’s home and car. A weedy looking young man stated he was the former lover of the beefy peroxide blonde fifty something Vanya. Bizarrely, his testimony was accepted, and the judge ordered the jury to deliver a not guilty verdict on Vanya. The confessor had then hung himself in prison – case closed.

      A month after the trial Vanya was murdered and dumped on Hackney Marshes. She had died from a massive heroin overdose. Judging by the marks to her wrists and puncture marks all over her body, she had been tied down and forcibly injected with enough heroin to kill a dozen people or more. Her body showed evidence of torture before death. Despite the body being dumped in the open, there were no witnesses. At first light, a passer-by found the body. It had taken four paramedics to get her body to the morgue, given she weighed over twenty-five stone. Her Facebook page showed a picture of her dead face, distorted in agonising pain from the overdose.

      The investigation concluded they were looking for a strong man or possibly two working together. This murder had happened two years ago, and the investigation had been thorough. The woman had never used drugs in her life. She just made a lot of money from other people’s misery. The police had watched her for years, but never been able to catch her until the huge bust. They had interviewed all known associates and rivals and the investigating team worked closely with the drug squad. There were several arrests and convictions in relation to her drugs network as once she was dead there was no shortage of people speaking out about her. It transpired the confessor at her original trial received a lot of bribe money for his confession, although nobody had knew why he killed himself. There was no shortage of suspects for Vanya’s murder. The Facebook posting was not a strong line of enquiry on the first case and regarded as just boasting by the killer. The update was posted from Vanya’s own phone so there was no way this would lead to the killer. Her phone had never been found and the signal was long dead.

      Vanya Kurjak was feared and loathed by many, yet there was not one shred of evidence linking anybody to her murder. After six months, the case went cold.

      

      The second murder was almost a year later. The victim was twenty-five-year-old Zachary James. He reminded Fenton of DI Jack Jacobs. They had a similar look: tall, mixed-race, chiselled good looks and muscular. The similarity ended there. Zachary, accused of a horrific sexual attack on a sixteen-year-old girl, was also acquitted. The poor girl, mute after the attack, had still not spoken again to this day. The defence barrister had used it to their advantage, as the girl was unable to give evidence. There was DNA, yet he never denied having sex with her and argued he hadn’t been the one to beat her up, claiming it must have happened afterwards. There was no forensic evidence to link him to the beating and the defence raised enough doubt for the jury to acquit him.

      Within forty-eight hours of the acquittal, his body was found in Battersea Park. He had bled to death internally following a violent sexual assault. He had died a slow and painful death and the post-mortem photographs were some of the worst Fenton had ever seen. He had been tortured and killed slowly and painfully over a period of twenty-four hours.

      Like the first case, there was no forensic evidence. The body had been scrubbed. There were no footprints, tyre tracks or anything near the body. There were no witnesses. The man weighed over fifteen stone of solid muscle, so would not have been easy to carry and dump. The only thing linking him to the Vanya Kurjak case was a picture of his dead body posted to his Twitter account with #SocialJustice.

      The murder squad started to investigate the Vanya Kurjak case, seeing if there could be a link between the victims. They found nothing other than them both being acquitted of crimes it was blatantly obvious they had committed. However, the police could not openly use this line of enquiry or the families would complain both Vanya and Zachary were innocent, and this had been proven in a court of law. Fenton’s view had always been that a verdict of not guilty, does not translate automatically into innocence.

      There were hundreds of statements for Zachary’s murder, yet again after six months the team scaled down and just a small number of detectives remained working on it. The press stopped reporting on it, although they had hailed the vigilante killer a hero. There was no pressure from politicians to solve the case. The political heavyweights did not give a shit about the murders, for now. There would no doubt be a time when the enquiry would become useful to their own political ambitions.

      

      The third victim had been killed three months ago. This was the first victim who was acquitted of murder. Again, a picture of the dead body and #SocialJustice had appeared, also on Twitter. The victim was Oscar McPherson. The killer had shot him in the back.

      Oscar was thirty-four years old and a successful stockbroker. He had an older brother who was more successful and even richer, yet Oscar had the looks. However, the brother had the hot wife, so money still talks. Oscar’s brother was shot at point blank range between the eyes in his Rolls Royce. According to his bereaved wife, she would have to replace the upholstery in the Rolls, as it was impossible to wash out brains. It looked like a contract killing. Police discovered Oscar had been having an affair with his sister-in-law for some time. The police never identified the gunman, although the evidence against Oscar and the wife was overwhelming. Oscar lied about the affair, which made it worse for his case. However, on the witness stand he was utterly believable as the bereaved brother. The wife was convicted and sentenced to life imprisonment, with a minimum term of twenty-five years, Oscar walked free. Within a week, his body was on the outskirts of Epping Forest.

      The team who had remained working on the previous two murders took over this investigation and a new DCI was put in charge. The team was also bolstered in numbers. With three victims, they were now looking for a serial killer. The investigation found, yet again, there was no forensic evidence. Fenton noted Mandy Manning had been the forensic pathologist on this case, yet not the first two. He knew if there were any traces of evidence to find she would have found it. Manning had commented on the way the body had been scrubbed, transported, and dumped. It was clear the killer they knew what they were doing, and might even have forensic experience, or they watched a lot of CSI documentaries.

      This had resulted in another long line of enquiries and still no suspect. The team had been flat out for two months, some of them even longer. DCS Taylor was about to review the resources on the investigation when the fourth victim was discovered.

      

      Michael Stapleton was a person Fenton was familiar with. Shirkham had been on the original investigation, when he was accused of murder. She had spoken to Fenton about her frustrations at how such an open and shut case could result in a not guilty verdict. Michael’s body had been dumped on Highbury Fields a month earlier. He had been strangled to death. That was how he had allegedly killed his girlfriend and yet shaky forensics and a brilliant defence team had seen him walk free from court. Police had even warned him to watch out for the Vigilante Killer as the press had dubbed them. He had laughed in their face and said, “that would imply I was guilty.”

      It had been three weeks after the acquittal before the murder happened. The social media channel had been Instagram this time. #SocialJustice had taken on a life of its own and people were using it constantly over all social media channels for anyone getting their comeuppance, often not even related to any form of crime. A former reality TV star, Debbie Dobson, who had won a show called Cake Shop Hell ten years ago, had spent the time since her victory touring the reality TV circuit. Her last appearance on yet another reality show had resulted in her inevitable fall from grace. She vociferously believed social media had ruined her career, so in an unintentional use of irony, had taken to using the hashtag to champion her cause. Many more washed up reality TV stars had followed her lead. The hashtag was constantly trending and becoming disassociated with the murders. It made the investigation even more challenging.

      The space between the last two murders was only a few weeks and Taylor was worried the killer was picking up pace. Manning had been the forensic pathologist on the latest case as well. There was no evidence found linking the victim to another person or place where the murder may have happened. Fenton could sense how frustrating it must be for the investigating team. There had clearly been hours of police work and yet nothing to show for it.

      

      Fenton sat pondering what he should do. It was clear the case needed a fresh set of eyes. The investigation had been thorough to date, yet there were still a few lines of enquiry he felt were missing which he would bring to Taylor’s attention regardless of whether he took the case or not. He would have to speak to his wife, but he knew she would support him no matter what, after she’d had her say of course. She’d always had his back in over thirty years of marriage.

      He remembered something he had read about the latest murder and opened the file again to double-check. It appeared that Manning had not yet released Michael Stapleton’s body, much to the continued complaints of his family. He picked up the phone and dialled.

      “Lisa, its Eric… No, not yet… I’ll let you know tomorrow morning as promised… I just want to talk to Manning, so just clearing that with you… She’s still got Michael Stapleton’s body on ice, so I’d like to see him… Thanks, I’ll speak to you in the morning.”

      He hung up the phone, smiled and shook his head, before grabbing his jacket and heading out to see Manning.
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      Fenton walked into the lab and took a robe off the hook on the wall. He had not visited Manning’s lab in over a year. His recent cases had not warranted her involvement. Some of her assistants looked up as he walked in and gave a smile or nod of recognition before returning to their work. He let them know he was in no rush so there was no need to pull Manning away from what she was doing. He wandered round the lab. The place had a sterile look, although there had been some changes. The area the technicians were working had less of an operating theatre look than it used to and now had a clean pristine white look. The autopsies were completed in a different room, which was probably were Manning was. There were a couple of scientists working on blood samples with their microscopes, another working at a computer analysing a DNA profile and the remaining technician was measuring a skull and tapping keys on a keyboard. Fenton was about to be nosey and ask what she was doing when Manning walked in.

      “Eric, it has been a long time. How are you?”

      She greeted him warmly with a firm handshake. This was not your cheek kissing kind of woman.

      “I’m well Mandy. And yourself?”

      Historically he’d had to refer to her as Ms Manning, although their hostile professionalism had simmered into a respectful friendship over the years. Two years ago, she had asked him to refer to her as Mandy, even though her actual name was Shirley.

      “Excellent. Life is good, Eric.”

      “How’s Deidre?”

      “She’s fine, constantly busy, but thankfully not travelling as much now.”

      Dr Deidre Peters had been Manning’s partner for almost ten years. She was a brilliant criminal psychologist who had worked with Fenton on a couple of high-profile case. She was now in high demand and the best in her field across the world.

      “Well give her my best when you next see her.”

      “You might see her yourself. She’s due shortly to take me for lunch.”

      “Well I won’t keep you then. Can we chat in your office?”

      “Do you want to see the body?”

      “Sure, let’s get the fun bit out the way,” he added, dryly.

      She laughed and led the way to through the swinging doors. Manning was another tall woman, at nearly six foot, yet she was stocky with it. She had a mannish quality, not that Fenton would vocalise his assessment. With her short dark hair, black-rimmed glasses, leather jackboots and formidable personality you knew this was a woman that you didn’t want to piss off, although to be fair, that was true of any woman.

      Fenton and Manning had clashed constantly for years yet had always held a mutual professional respect for each other. Since Manning’s relationship with Deidre, she had mellowed somewhat, yet if you pushed too far the old Manning was still there. Five years ago, Fenton had been struggling on a case and in an impulsive moment, he had arrested Deidre, which had frosted their relationship for a while, even when he repeatedly apologised. All was good now, no doubt Deidre’s influence. They had worked together on a few cases since then.

      Manning had two more of her assistants pull out the body and wheel it over.

      “When I knew you were coming, I got Michael Stapleton out of the deep freeze for you. He’s not quite thawed but you can see the bruising to the neck were the strangulation occurred.”

      “It was done with bare hands?”

      “Definitely, so would have taken some force. As you can see, he was very physically fit.”

      “Good looking bloke as well,” Fenton remarked looking at him. His face was unmarked, yet his body showed signs of restraint and trauma. “No thumb prints from the larynx?”

      She raised an eyebrow, implying if there was then it would have been in the reports.

      “Sorry. Did they wear gloves?”

      “It’s possible, but I think it was their bare hands as the neck was scrubbed. There are some impressions which indicate the fingerprints were coated.”

      “Coated?”

      “Yes, you can paint this solution on to your fingerprints and not leave a trace. If they wore latex gloves there would have been a slight chemical trace, despite the scrubbing. The tests we do now are that good at picking things up.”

      “Someone really knows what they’re doing don’t they?”

      “Yes, but with all the books and information out there these days, it could be anyone. I was sick one weekend and spent the entire time watching true crime shows.”

      “Busman’s holiday?”

      “Not quite! The thing I found fascinating was had I not been working in Forensics it would not have made the slightest difference. After watching these shows, you could commit a murder and easily get away with it. It gives away all our secrets.”

      He nodded his agreement at her. “These marks on the body, what inflicted them?”

      “Have you read the report?” she asked tetchily.

      It was his turn to raise an eyebrow. The old Manning was still definitely there!

      “Some have been made with a blunt instrument,” she continued. “Others with a sharp thin circular blade, probably a meat skewer.”

      “Nasty.”

      “Yes, and very painful, yet with minimal bleeding. The killer would have kept him alive for a long time. The wounds avoided any major organs. The incisions are the right depth to cause pain, yet not damage anything.”

      “I wonder what he was tortured for?”

      “That’s you part of the job I’m afraid, Eric,” she smiled.

      “Not yet, it isn’t. I told Lisa I would let her know in the morning.”

      Manning raised her eyebrow again, causing them both to laugh.

      

      Fenton was sitting in Manning’s office whilst she was off making tea. Unlike the lab, the office had not changed since he was last here. The place was a busy mass of medical books and a few racy novels, yet there was still nothing personal, which gave an indication of who worked here. It was impersonal, yet chaotic. Different to the spic and span lab outside.

      “We have a visitor,” Manning said, as she came in with the tea followed by Dr Deidre Peters.

      “Eric,” she beamed.

      He got up to greet her. This was a woman you could kiss on both cheeks. These women were so different. Deidre had a more feminine look. She was also tall and had deep brown eyes, which looked almost hazel when offset against her jet-black hair. She was well spoken with a slight upper crust to her voice, which contrasted with Manning’s high-pitched girlish voice. Manning’s voice always seemed odd if you were meeting her for the first time as it didn’t match her appearance. Deidre brought out the best in Manning and helped moderate her faults. Whatever Manning did for Deidre was a complete mystery and Fenton would prefer not to know.

      “How are Mrs Fenton and the girls?”

      “All good, just the two of us at home now.”

      “Looking forward to retiring?”

      “Yes, although no doubt I’ll be bored to tears within six months and begging to come back.”

      “I hear Lisa Taylor is trying to rope you into taking on this high-profile case Mandy has been involved in.”

      “Yes, it’s another serial case. Four victims now and the gap between murders is narrowing. Lisa wants an experienced pair of hands on the case, and you know me, can’t say no to a challenge.”

      “So, you’re taking the case?” she laughed.

      “Of course, just can’t be seen to be too eager!”

      “Well you know where I am if you need any help?”

      “I doubt we could afford you these days,” he laughed.

      “I’m sure we could work something out. Perhaps guarantee me the book rights after conviction,” she joked. “Anyway, I need to make a call. I’ll leave you and Mandy to it and I’ll see you outside,” she said to Manning. “No rush, I’ve got ages.”

      “I really couldn’t afford her,” he said to Manning once Deidre had left.

      “Well she’s always liked you and she got some mileage out of your Alphabet Killer case, so she probably thinks she owes you one. Never likes to owe a debt does Deidre.”

      “Lisa only gave me files which were an overview of each case. Have you got copies of the full autopsy for Oscar McPherson which I could take with me?”

      “Of course, I knew you’d want them. I have copies of the Vanya Kurjak and Zachary James examinations as well. Although I wasn’t involved in those cases I wanted to see if there was any similarity into the way the victims were scrubbed.”

      “And was there?”

      “Yes. Different chemicals were used for each, the technique and method is identical. It is another disturbing factor, which confirms that you have an active serial killer, Eric. I’ll go and get the files for you.”

      What was he doing taking on such a case only six months away from retirement? What did he have to prove? The case had been going on for two years. Why did he think he could wrap it up in six months? He had already made his decision, so who was he kidding? It intrigued and excited him. He needed to talk to his wife first, to reassure her if the case remained unsolved by the end of the year he would retire anyway and bollocks to his record. Although, even saying it in his own head, he knew his wife wouldn’t believe a word of it.

      

      Fenton left the lab and was heading back to his car when he saw Taylor rushing towards him.

      “Eric, how did your meeting with Manning go?”

      “Very informative,” he responded, giving nothing away.

      He was annoyed she was badgering him already. She knew he would take the case, yet he assumed she would have shown the courtesy of allowing him to discuss it with his wife first.

      “Where you off to?”

      “Home, to convince my wife not to divorce me!”

      She laughed and the stopped abruptly when she saw the look on his face.

      “Have you got half an hour?”

      “You’ve already made a convincing sales pitch, Lisa. I promise I will let you know my decision tomorrow.”

      “It’s not about you taking over, it’s something else.”

      Intrigued, he nodded and gestured for her to lead the way. They walked in silence for a time down a side street he had never seen before. That was one of the joys of London and its vastness. Even in an area, you knew well, there was always new places to discover. They stopped at a quaint little coffee shop, which only had seating for six people. The place was empty.

      It was tiny inside, yet warm and welcoming. The walls were terracotta and olive green, which somehow worked with the variety of pictures and photographs on the wall. The few seats available were all lovely squishy armchairs. The type when if you are under five foot six, your feet would be off the ground. There was a loud Italian guy, clearly the owner, who greeted Taylor warmly with hugs and kissing. She gestured for Fenton to sit down and ordered them both the house hot chocolate, which according to her was fucking amazing – now that was a marketing strapline!

      “So, what’s this all about, Lisa?”

      “How well do you know Commander Graves?”

      “Not very. She’s been my Area Commander for about four years now, so I know her well enough to have a conversation if we bump into each other. She’s never really got involved in any of my cases.”

      “Have you ever spoken to her about one of your cases?”

      “A couple, but it’s been solved cases, rather than live ones. She showed a genuine interest in how the investigation ran.”

      “What do you think of her then?”

      “In my few fleeting professional conversations you mean?”

      She gave one of her don’t take the piss looks and it was the first time he noticed genuine concern on her face.

      “What’s wrong, Lisa?”

      “She doesn’t like me.”

      “What’s given you that impression?”

      “She’s constantly nit-picking over everything. What we’re spending. The pace my investigations are going. Why I’ve made the decisions I’ve made. You know all the usual stuff, but it’s all the time. It’s getting right on my tits.”

      “Well not to sound rude…” always the worst way to start a sentence. “That’s her job!”

      “I know that, but this is different. She’s all over this particular case like a rash.”

      “Of course, she’s going to be.” He lowered his voice. “You’ve got four unsolved murders over a two-year period, obviously all by the same killer.”

      “She was the one who told me to get you on the case.”

      That statement threw him for a second. He had genuinely thought Lisa had come to him as he was a respected pair of hands to take on such a high-profile investigation. He had not realised she was just responding to an order.

      “I tried to dissuade her,” Taylor added. “She were so bloody insistent. I know how close to retirement you are and you wouldn’t want to take on a case, with no end in sight at this stage in your career. She would have none of it and was insistent I use our friendship to persuade you. I’m so sorry, Eric,”

      He felt a rush of emotion towards her. Here she was under so much pressure with a ferocious ambition, yet still she was trying to protect him.

      “You can say no, Eric. I will take the flak. She can’t force you to do it. Neither can I, and I don’t want to.”

      She took a drink of her hot chocolate, which had appeared discretely on the table a few seconds ago and Fenton noticed her hands were shaking. He waited for her to put the cup down and took her hand.

      “Lisa, I’m going to take the case…” he gently stopped her with his other hand when she tried to interrupt. “I am taking the case because I want to. I am bored out of my mind doing what I’m doing, which I know is what I asked for. Of course, I want to talk it over with my wife first because that’s the right thing to do. I know she will understand. She knows me better than anyone. I doubt she will even be surprised. When I said you’d asked to see me, she guessed you would want to offer me a case that I wouldn’t be able to turn down. Can you guess what she said?”

      Taylor shook her head.

      “If it was anyone else, you could tell them to piss off, but if Lisa has come asking you to take over a case, it means she really needs you. You can’t say no to that, just don’t let her think she’s persuaded you too easily.”

      He saw her eyes water, so kept talking.

      “I appreciate you tried to dissuade Commander Graves, but don’t beat yourself up. I told you the higher up you go, the more politics you need to work with, and I am not talking about the actual politicians. That’s the easy part. The internal politics is exhausting. It’s the main reason I never went any higher. You don’t have the same sense of camaraderie you get with a team in the incident room. Do you not miss that?”

      “Very much. More than I thought I would.”

      “Well I suspect you’ll be very much a part of this investigation. Commander Graves will want you sat on my shoulder, but not too much. You know how I work Lisa. Please don’t let this case come between us as well,” he smiled. “She wants the Commissioner’s job, doesn’t she?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you still want her job?”

      She thought for a brief second and then nodded.

      “So, do what it takes, but remember what I told you when you were a Sergeant. Don’t piss people off on the way up, or you’ll never be able to get anything done when you get to the top. It’s a lot harder to cover your arse the higher up you are. You don’t have a team backing you in the same way someone at my rank does. You know how it works.”

      “She don’t seem to give the other Chief Superintendents such a hard time. Sometimes she’s right openly hostile.”

      “You know why it is though don’t you?”

      She shook her head.

      “Because you’re a woman.”

      “What?” she spluttered.

      “Think about it. She would have gone through a tough time getting to the top. It’s getting easier for women, but there’s still a lot of misogynistic dinosaurs at the top of the pile. That will be a tough environment to work in. She probably doesn’t want you to get to the top without a fight.”

      “The woman’s a bloody good actress then.”

      “Says the woman who was sat in my office earlier telling me she trusted nobody else to take on such a difficult case.”

      She laughed. The tension gone from their conversation.

      “Let’s forget work for a few minutes. Tell me more about the wedding plans. We didn’t really talk about it earlier. Oh, you were right by the way.”

      “About what?”

      “This hot chocolate is fucking amazing!”
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