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one


Day One


6:40 a.m.


 


Madam B: I am going to kill them.


se15: How???


Madam B: Machete. No axe to the head. Quick. Bloody. 


se15: Nah gotta be nice n sloooow. Waterboarding. Pure agony.


Madam B: Hahaha. Should Kung Fu chop ’em up to DEATH.


se15: Too much body contact. Your fingerprints everywhere ?


 


Sixteen-year-old Nikki grinned as she stared at her iPad screen, dreaming up different ways to kill her parents. She sat crossed-legged on the bed, tablet in her lap, her trademark fingerless gloves covering her hands. She was on Yakkety-Yak, the latest social networking craze, chatting to user se15. Fantasising about how to take down her parents melted away some of the stress – bought that chill-thrill back into her life. Of course she didn’t really want to kill them, but she was sick to death of them going on and on and on at her all the time like a pair of rabies-ridden dogs just waiting to sink their teeth into her. 


You can’t do that, Nicola . . .


You can’t do this, Nicola . . . 


And, of course, there was the classic,


We didn’t do that in my day . . . 


Nikki rolled her storm-grey eyes as the memory of her mum yelling that one at her – yet again – ricocheted in her mind, before she’d flipped a finger and banged out of the house yesterday evening. 


But Nikki didn’t have to worry about moan-fest Mummy at the present; she was safely tucked up in the best spot in town – the cosy bedroom on the top floor of the large house in Surrey: her pod of peace. As soon as she entered the room, her routine was always the same. Shut the door, drop the blinds, pop on the side lamp and then flip up the lid of her iPad to start chit-chatting to people who hid behind images of alter-egos and false names. Her lips pulled into a long, quick smile as she thought of another fantasy deadly deed to dispatch her parents permanently out of this life.


 


Madam B: Smother them with that mega size pillow they bought from Ikea . . .


 


Her fingers stopped moving when the door swung halfway open. A woman in her early twenties leaned her head into the room.


‘Nicola, breakfast is ready,’ she said in a gentle, Polish accent. 


Nikki leaned back against the pillows as she answered Ania, the cleaner. ‘It’s too early too eat—’


‘You know they have an urgent appointment this morning,’ Ania smiled. ‘Come on. And don’t forget to take your gloves off.’ 


Then Ania was gone, but the door was left open.


Ping.


Hearing the sound, Nikki forgot about breakfast and went back to her Yakkety-Yak two-way conversation. 


 


se15: Thought you wanted something nice n quick. Smothering takes way too looooong.


 


Nikki’s fingers got ready to answer, but her head hitched up and forwards when she heard a noise from downstairs; like something falling over. Then silence. She shrugged, thinking it couldn’t be anything to worry about and turned her attention back to se15. 


 


Madam B: Maybe I should cut out mum’s tongue . . .


 


Her head snapped as she heard a crashing sound coming from downstairs. 


Pop. Pop. 


Her heartbeat kicked into high alert as she froze at the strange sound. Before she could try to figure out what the popping sound might be, two screams ripped through the air accompanied by shouting. Nicola jumped up, her iPad bouncing off her lap and onto the bed. Something was going on downstairs. No one yelled in this house, no one screamed. That’s what she loved about it: the peace and calm, the way it made her feel like she was a person worth loving. Her body shook as quiet settled over the house again. But it didn’t soothe her; something was terribly wrong. But what should she do? Stay here? Go downstairs? 


Ping.


Nikki looked over at her iPad on the bed. Grabbed it up. Didn’t look at the screen this time; instead shut the lid. Breathing way too high in her chest she moved towards the partially opened door. Stopped for a few seconds. Then used the fingers poking out of her right glove to ease the door – really slowly – further back. Nikki took a deep breath as she stepped into the small landing. 


No one there. Her gaze settled on the corner that would take her to the remainder of the landing that led to the stairs. Her hand tightened around her iPad as she started to move forwards, slowly. Forwards again, and again. She reached the corner, turned, and crashed straight into another person. 


Nikki staggered back. Automatically opened her mouth about to scream . . . A hand slammed over her mouth holding the noise back. She stared up into the wild, terrified eyes of Ania. 


‘Shhh,’ Ania whispered. 


Nicola nodded back. The other woman pulled her hand away. She twisted away from the teenager as she wildly looked around. Her gaze stopped on the doors of the airing cupboard. Quickly she turned back to Nicola and gestured with her hand at the cupboard. The girl stared back in confusion, not understanding what the cleaner wanted her to do. Her heartbeat pounded harder, and harder. 


Ania grabbed her arm and hustled her towards the cupboard, which was opposite the room Nikki had previously been in. The double doors of the cupboard were the same height as the doors of the rooms around it, but with open wooden slats in the top half. Ania threw the doors open. The shelves were deep, with towels, bed linen and two duvets folded neatly on them. 


‘Get. In,’ Ania shot out again. 


Nikki once again started to ask, ‘why?’ but the sound of heavy footsteps on the stairs stopped her.


‘Quick.’ This time Nicola heard the desperation and tears in the cleaner’s voice. 


Nicola threw her iPad inside. Scrambled onto the middle shelf with the duvets. Ania slammed the doors shut. Instantly Nikki was engulfed in dark and heat. The footsteps outside got closer, like they were now on the landing. Crouched low she slowly eased her head up and looked through the slats.


All she could see was Ania’s back.


‘What do you want?’ she heard the cleaner shout.


Who was Ania talking to? Nikki couldn’t see anyone else.


No one answered. Abruptly Ania staggered back, her voice high, begging, ‘Please . . . No—’


Pop. 


That’s all Nikki heard. Blood spurted out of Ania’s back, slashing high up against the slats in the airing cupboard door. Horrified Nikki felt blood slash against her lips and chin. Frozen with terror she watched Ania’s body slump to the floor. And that’s when she saw who was there. 


A man. 


Something strange covered his face and he wore black clothing. And he was standing over Ania with a gun in his hand. 


Nicola wrapped a palm over her mouth to push back her sobs, but she couldn’t stop the tears running from her eyes. The air in her chest was coming in strange, funny waves that made it hard for her to breathe. She’d never prayed in her life, but she wanted to pray now. Then she heard more footsteps. Her heartbeat madly kicked when she saw the gunman joined by another man dressed exactly like him. They stood staring down at Ania’s body. 


The one without the gun turned to the other and spoke. What he said Nikki couldn’t hear because of the thing covering his face. The gunman answered him. She strained to hear what he was saying . . . then wished she hadn’t when she heard his words. 


‘Let’s make sure no one else is here.’


Oh my God.


Nikki knew she should move deeper into the cupboard but the terror held her still.


Move.


Move.


MOVE.


Finally Nikki started easing back, scared to death they would hear her. Her chest heaved, but she tried to keep her breathing down; keep it low. She stopped when she felt the end of the cupboard against her back. Panic gripped her again when one of the men started moving. 


Oh God, he’s coming towards the cupboard. 


His black clothing blocked out the light sending Nikki into the darkest bowels of hell. 


Please God. Please God.


He was getting closer. Closer. Closer. 


Pleeeeease. Pleeeeease.


She kept the plea pounding in her mind to a God she didn’t even believe in. 


The man stopped, hovering just outside. Then he turned away to the side and started walking. 


Just stay still until they go away. 


Stay still. 


Still. 


Crouched like a caged animal, with a dead woman’s blood drying on her skin, Nikki waited. The man who’d shot Ania joined the other one. They turned and started walking back along the landing. Nikki let out a soft and shaky breath of relief.


Ping.


Nikki looked desperately at her iPad. 


The footsteps stopped. Started coming back. 


No. No. No. NO.


The footsteps got closer.


They are going to kill me.


Going to kill me.


Kill me.


KILL ME. 










two


9:33 a.m. 


 


As soon as Detective Inspector Rio Wray, of the Metropolitan Police Service, turned her car onto the street in Surrey she didn’t need the address to ID where the killings had taken place. The place of murder was already taped off, local police stationed outside. 


Number 3 The Lanes.


Sounded like something out of a Catherine Cookson novel, but the house was anything but. No back-to-back homes here in one of England’s most des res locations, at least according to those ‘where the super rich hang out’ guides that were done every year that Rio was never asked to take part in. 


The house was two-storeys, large and sprawling; bottom-half plain brick, top coated white. It put Rio in mind of a private school for girls (not that she knew anything about fee-paying education, having been to a rough and tumble inner London comp). It was set in its own grounds – low grass, mammoth trees, showcasing and sheltering it at the same time. Some would call it impressive, but to Rio all that green plain hurt her eyes, and the seclusion afforded by the garden made it the perfect place for murder. 


Rio got out of the car, an ebony BMW, which she’d christened her Black Magic Woman. She finger-combed her twist-out Afro – or ’fro as she liked to call it – then approached the two officers on duty either side of the front door. 


‘Ma’am,’ one immediately uttered when she reached them. 


His tone was low, with a sideline in barely held back insolence that she didn’t care for, but Rio left it alone. This situation was charged enough. The local police were in a tizzy about the presence of an outsider and her team running this investigation. One of the first acts of the newly appointed – and to some, controversial – Surrey Police and Crime Commissioner had been to shake up the investigation into the vicious spate of house robberies happening to wealthy householders living around London’s greenbelt. She’d done the unthinkable – outsourced the case to the Met. A ‘fresh-eyed, strategic approach’ to solving the case was how she put it. B.S. management speak for ‘you can’t get the fucking job done.’ 


Rio could understand the heated resentment of the local police. Having another force come in to help clean up your house was not a good look. But then blood in your house was an even worse one. 


Rio pushed the politics back and the policing up front. Over the last three months a group of criminals – infamously dubbed ‘The Greenbelt Gang’ by the media – had carried out audacious early morning and increasingly more vicious raids on affluent homes in the area in the last six weeks. In the last attack, fifteen days ago, a woman had been murdered and that’s when Rio and her people had been assigned to the case. 


Rio slipped on protective, forensic clothing and entered the house, registering the large, white tiles on the hallway floor, pastel green walls, occasionally broken by large paintings, and a wider-than-average staircase that curved seductively to a world upstairs.


A plain-clothes officer appeared from a room off the spacious hallway: DI Thomas Morrell. A top-heavy guy who’d learned how to carry his increasing weight around. He was bristling, just like the other times Rio had met him, his disapproval at her being assigned the investigation he’d once been the senior on out in the open. Rio didn’t take it personally; she’d probably feel the same way if the situation were reversed. 


‘So, are we dealing with another Greenbelt?’ she asked him getting down to business straight away. ‘The privacy of the house fits their MO.’


The flesh on his cheeks wobbled as his mouth moved. ‘That’s not the only thing that fits. Paint-sprayed security cameras, French window at the back shattered by a single shot. No bullet casing to be found and the place a total tip as they searched for anything to line their pockets.’ He pointed to the room he’d come out of. ‘They made sure that no one was left standing this time.’


‘Who discovered the bodies?’


‘A local man who does the gardening. He turned up about an hour ago, couldn’t get an answer, went around the back and saw a body in the kitchen.’


‘We’ll need to check out the gardener . . .’


DI Morrell twisted his lips in a way that Rio knew whatever he was about to spit out next was going to be nasty. ‘If you were from around these parts you’d know that old Amos couldn’t hurt a fly.’


Finally it was out in the open. It being he had a problem with her being black. She didn’t have to be a genius to know that by ‘around these parts’ he not only meant Surrey but anywhere else in England. Colleagues questioning her abilities because of the colour of her skin was old news. She didn’t have the time of day for some fat fuck of a detective who spoke in double meanings and didn’t have the guts to say it plain and simple to her face. 


‘What’s the body count?’ she continued. 


‘Three. Male in the front room, woman in the kitchen and another female on the landing upstairs.’


 Rio stepped into the main room, let her gaze roam around: a whirlwind of chaos. Typical Greenbelt Gang MO. So many things were dumped on the floor that it was hard for her to tell the shape of the room. Overturned cushions from the L-shaped creamy-beige leather suite, chunks of glass near an art deco style mirror, paper, twin discarded drawers of a dainty cabinet lying on its side. The lights on two small lamps, positioned on corner tables on either side of the French window, gave off an amber glow of softness and calm in a scene of total destruction. And the most brutal devastation of all was the body lying in the debris of the smashed glass table in the centre. 


The victim was sprawled out like he’d just tipped over, one leg bent at an angle and the other straightened out. Dried blood circled the left side of his head. Not a perfect circle though, some of the blood had spread and leaked down the grooves between the wire-brushed teak floorboards. Rio crouched down beside him. With thirteen years on the job behind her, now aged thirty-five, she should’ve been a friend to death. But the air caught in the muscles of her throat as it always did. Rio just couldn’t get why humans messed each other up. But then it wasn’t for her to think about the why, but the who. Get the perpetrator off the streets and banged up behind walls so thick that the world soon forgot what their life-taking face looked like. 


‘Forensics are on their way,’ Morrell said behind her. ‘Looks like the poor bastard was shot with some type of pistol.’


Rio kept her brown gaze on the body as she pulled out a tiny torch from her pocket, displaying the faint, diagonal scar on her wrist. She shone it on the vic’s head. The bloody grey-black strands of hair concealed the exit or entrance wound. She noticed a hole in his left hand: a defensive wound resulting from his hand stretched out in vain to stop the bullet coming at him. Rio guided the light against the clothing – black polo shirt with a white collar that was dipped in the stain of blood, dark blue tracksuit bottoms, and navy socks. The absence of footwear meant that the vic had probably been relaxing at home, having just risen for a day he had no idea was going to be his last. The clothing wasn’t rolled or wrinkled which meant he’d fallen where he’d been attacked not dragged from anywhere else. 


‘Who lives here?’ Rio asked, spinning on the flat of her feet to face the other detective.


‘Married couple in their fifties. Maurice and Linda Bell. And from the descriptions given by the neighbours this is probably Mr Bell. His wife is in the kitchen.’ 


Morrell made it sound like Linda Bell was in the kitchen preparing a happy, cosy family breakfast. Rio stood up, torch still in her hand, and was guided by the other officer to the kitchen. It was a picture that she’d seen a hundred times. The ordinary domestic moment shattered by the interruption of a crime. The breakfast table had been carefully laid; this was no meal on the move while getting ready for work. There were fresh flowers in a vase, a coffee pot, toast in a rack, cereals in boxes, various spreads, all carefully laid out on a freshly ironed cloth. What stopped it looking like a breakfast buffet in a hotel was the blood – and the body.


‘Gee-sus,’ Rio let out, confronted by the violent streaks and spurts of blood on the floor and the white kitchen units near the sink.


And in a corner, slumped on the grainy flagstone floor, was the body of a woman. Her throat had been cut leaving a frozen, mini waterfall of dark red on the front of her sunshine yellow T-shirt. The only way to get a spray of blood from a wound like that was if the knife or sharp object had been plunged into the side of her neck and then sliced around the front; slice carotid artery; slice jugular vein; final slice through the trachea. Rio couldn’t stop the image that flashed through her mind – standing in another kitchen, stunned as she watched the blood drain from the slit throat of someone she’d been tasked to take care of. The faint scars on her wrist throbbed as Rio shook off the unwanted memory. Rio didn’t approach the body; best to leave that one to forensics. 


She turned to Morrell. ‘This gang are developing a taste for blood. You said there was another body upstairs. Did they live with someone else because the breakfast table is set for three?’


He shook his head. ‘The Bells have a son and daughter and there’s evidence that someone else was occupying one of the other bedrooms upstairs. Maybe it was the son or daughter, but there’s no evidence of either of them being here now. They had a cleaner, but it’s unlikely they’d be sitting down with the help at the brekkie table. Old Amos, the gardener, said she came in twice a week: Mondays and Fridays. Her name was Ania. The neighbours haven’t a clue what her surname was. We think the body upstairs is the cleaner.’


Rio was glad to get out of the kitchen back into the hallway. She pulled in a few deep breaths and then wished she hadn’t as the warmth in the air intensified the tang of death at the back of her mouth. Just as they started to walk up the stairs a voice behind called out, ‘DI Wray?’


Rio twisted half around to find a man facing her at the bottom of the stairs. His stance was bold, legs braced slightly apart. Rio frowned; something about him was familiar and she had a prickly feeling at the back of her neck that the familiarity was not welcome. He looked somewhere between forty-five and fifty, with hair and the head-turning looks of what her closest friend called a silver fox, though the stubble on his chin looked more grizzly bear. He wore his formal suit and tie well on his six-two frame. Her gaze snapped back to his face as she remembered where she’d seen him. No way, her mind protested. DSI Newman would never hook her up with him. 


‘What are you doing here?’ Her tone was hostile.


He answered, laidback and easy, with an accent that reminded Rio of her cousins who lived in Sheffield. ‘I’ve been placed on the investigation team.’ He took a step forwards. ‘Jack—’


Rio didn’t let him finish. Just breathing the same air as him further polluted the taste in her mouth. ‘I know who you are and the day you’re on my team is the day I’ve been sent to investigate Lucifer in hell.’


Rio swore softly as she turned her back on him and continued up the stairs. Jack Strong. Detective Jack Strong. Well, he’d better not follow her or she was likely to punch his lights out and send him tumbling straight back where he’d come from. 


Still seething, Rio kept pace with Morrell as they hit the next floor, turned the corner, and stopped when she saw the female body lying face up not far from the door of a room or cupboard. She shook thoughts of Jack Strong from her mind as she approached the body. Attractive woman, the front of her top dried with blood. Eyes wide open. Hazel eyes.


The Greenbelt Gang had really gone ballistic this time. 


‘From the blood around her and the mess on her front I’d say she was shot once at close range.’


Hearing the voice behind her, Rio slowly turned, trying like hell to keep her temper down. 


‘I told you to get lost,’ she threw at Strong.


‘Yeah, well I’ve got orders to—’


Rio laughed with no joy. ‘Orders? That’s a strange word coming from you. As if—’ Abruptly she stopped when Strong placed a finger against his lips in a gesture for her to be quiet. Who the fuck did this should’ve-been-slung-out-of-the-force four years back think he was? Furiously she opened her mouth, but nothing came out because she suddenly knew why Strong was shushing her. 


There was a sound, not too loud: a ruffling noise coming from somewhere. Still with his finger on his lips Strong moved forwards, eyes alert as he swung his gaze around. Then he passed Rio and kept moving towards the door behind the body. Rio followed.


They stopped near the door. The ruffling sound came again, then a sob. All three detectives jumped on either side of the door: Rio and Strong to the right, Morrell to the left.


Rio called out, ‘We’re the police, so whoever you are, come out with your hands held high.’ 










three


 


The answer was another sob, this one mixed with a few beats of open crying. 


Rio hitched herself off the wall, eyebrows pressed down, the skin around her mouth tight. 


‘Come. Out. Now,’ she repeated.


No response. The crying and sobbing stopped. 


‘Are you hungry, love? Need a drink?’


Rio was surprised to hear Strong’s voice behind her, but before she could speak he set himself at the front of the cupboard. She couldn’t believe he was putting himself in danger, so she mouthed, ‘What the fuck are you doing?’


But he ignored her and carried on speaking. ‘I’ve got a bottle of water in my pocket. It’s yours if you want it.’


Silence. 


Rio impatiently broke through the quiet with, ‘Strong . . .’


But he leaned towards her and whispered, ‘It’s some kid. Sobs sound just like my Mary when she was upset.’ He gave his attention again to whoever was inside the cupboard. ‘We really are the police.’


‘You . . . you could be . . . anyone.’ They heard the voice for the first time. Female. Rasping. Weary. And yeah, Strong was spot on, young.


‘Do you know what a warrant card is?’ Strong continued. 


Silence. Then, ‘Is that the wallet thing that cops carry when they ID themselves?’


‘That’s the one.’ Strong took an even step forwards. ‘Why don’t I take mine out, open the door and then you can . . .’


‘Noooo.’ The voice swung high, trembling in fear. ‘Don’t come in. Don’t come in. DON’T. COME. IN.’ 


Rio quickly moved to stand closer to the newest member of her team. ‘We should just drag her out.’


Strong looked at her and for the first time Rio saw he had blue eyes. Not just any old kind of blue, but the type that was intense and bright. Memorable. He leaned close into her again, his breath warm against her skin. ‘Let me have one more go. If it doesn’t work, we do it your way.’


Rio didn’t like her commands not being carried through, but she needed to get the girl out into the open, and if that meant giving Jack Strong the floor she didn’t have a choice. She briskly nodded back. 


Strong started his persuasive dialogue again. ‘What’s your favourite music?’


‘What?’


‘Rihanna?’


‘No way, she’s light weight.’


Strong’s lips kicked up into a grin. ‘My girl loved dance music – couldn’t get enough of it.’


‘Loved? You said loved not love? Is your daughter dead?’


The smile slid from his face, but then he pulled it back into place. ‘If we were going to hurt you lass, we’d have done it by now.’


The breathing inside the cupboard was audible now, frantic and heavy.


‘I saw what they did to Ania.’


Strong’s voice lowered a fraction. ‘We’re going to keep you safe. Make sure you’re alright.’


Silence. Then a noise came from inside like she was moving around. Two eyes appeared at the slats. Wide, searching grey eyes. The girl’s gaze jumped around as she checked out first Strong, then Rio. One side of the double door moved slightly. Both Strong and Rio eased a step back. 


‘You’re alright girl,’ Strong coaxed softly. ‘We’ll do this in your time.’


The door inched forwards, little by little. It kept moving until a hand, sporting lilac-and-black striped fingerless gloves, appeared. The fingers trembled and twitched. The girl’s breathing shuddered as she halted the motion of the door, before shoving it wide-open, revealing herself for the first time. Crouched, eyes flickering with fear and at the brightness of the light, the colour of her face gave new meaning to the cliché ‘as white as snow’: as if her heart had stopped pumping blood above her neck. 


Rio suspected that her shoulder-length hair was some type of blonde, but sweat had dyed it to a slick, tangled brown. Her grey eyes, a mixture of silver and bloodshot-weary, shone with the lost, wild look of a chained animal. Rio noted all of those things, but what she couldn’t take her gaze off was the tiny, spot of red, or was it brown – maybe both? – that sat awkwardly just left of the centre of the girl’s chin. If that was what Rio thought it was, then the girl had been peering through the slats in the door when the cleaner was gunned down, blood shooting backwards. Witnesses on the previous raids had been carefully controlled by the gang: terrorised, they had only seen what the gang had allowed them to see – which wasn’t much. Now, for the first time in the Greenbelt Gang investigation, there was someone who’d inadvertently been given a front row seat to view the deadly action without the gang knowing. 


A unique witness.


Rio stepped forwards, mouth curved into a reassuring smile, palms stretched upwards in a welcoming gesture. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Rio Wray and you’ve been talking to my colleague Detective Jack Strong.’


The girl’s eyes darted between them as if she still didn’t believe their story. Then her hands braced, forearms shaking, against the shelf and she eased out of the cupboard. Her body swayed as soon as her feet touched the ground. Rio rushed forwards and wrapped her arms around the girl’s waist. The girl’s arms hugged Rio’s shoulders as she pushed into the solid warmth of Rio’s much taller body. ‘I’ve got you. You’re OK now, you’re OK.’


The girl’s T-shirt was damp, probably soaked through with sweat and the artificial heat from the airing cupboard Rio concluded. Despite all that heat the girl’s skin felt ice cold. 


The girl’s body tensed and Rio knew what she was staring at. Gently Rio shifted her body, blocking the gruesome sight of the dead cleaner. 


‘Put your arm around my waist,’ Rio gently instructed. 


 As soon as the girl’s arm locked around Rio’s middle she started leading her towards the stairs. But when they reached the top of the stairs the pressure of the teenager’s arm increased, so Rio stopped.


‘My iPad.’ The girl spoke softly. ‘I left it in the cupboard. Can you get it for me?’


Rio twisted her head and nodded at Strong. Then she turned back and said, ‘We’ll need to keep it as evidence, but you’ll get it back.’


They hit the stairs. ‘What’s your name?’’


‘Nicola Bell. But everyone calls me Nikki.’ Her voice was quiet and tight. 


Bell. Probably the daughter that Morrell mentioned. 


‘How old are you?’


‘Sixteen.’


‘Well, Nikki, we’re going to get you out of here . . .’


‘I’m thirsty. The other cop . . . I mean policeman—’ A girl with manners, Rio liked that. She didn’t meet many kids in her line of work that put politeness at the top of their how-to behaviour list.


‘We’ll get you some water.’ 


As soon as they hit the hallway downstairs Rio guided Nikki towards the kitchen. 


‘DI . . .’ Strong’s voice was strident and urgent behind her.


Rio twisted her head to the side and only when she caught his gaze did she realise what he was trying to warn her about. But it was too late; they were already on the threshold of the kitchen. Rio tried to grab Nikki’s head, but the girl had already seen what they didn’t want her to. 


Nikki’s gaze was transfixed by the blood and body in the corner with its cut throat. She let out a horrified, choked scream as she slumped back in Rio’s arms. 










four


10:40 a.m.


 


‘I will only permit you to question her for a short period of time,’ the doctor warned Rio. ‘She’s traumatised and needs rest.’ 


Rio stood with Doctor Melissa Green in the corridor of a ward on the second floor of Mission Hill Hospital. Rio had decided to take Nikki Bell to a hospital in London rather than one near the Bells’ home in Surrey. The sixteen-year-old could break this case wide open, so Rio needed to keep her close. 


‘I’ve got an investigation to pursue and this girl is a key witness. I’m sure that you can understand Doctor Green how important it is that I speak to her now.’


The doctor’s beeper went. As she pulled it out she replied, ‘DI Wray, I know how you can get sometimes in your eagerness to find the truth. Just take this one gently.’ She checked her beeper and started moving down the corridor, then looked back at Rio. ‘I’ve got to go. Five minutes, that’s all.’


Then, as Rio turned to the protection officer stationed at the door of Nikki Bell’s room, the doctor paused for a second, flipped her head to the side and called out, ‘Don’t forget the match on Saturday. We’re going to annihilate you.’


Rio responded with a cocky, raised eyebrow. She’d known Melissa Green for a good three years, through dealing with victims in the hospital. Two years ago Doctor Green and Rio had organised a netball match between the female medical staff and some of the female officers back at The Fort to raise money for the hospital’s children’s unit. The match had been a success, so every six months Rio ‘Goal Attack’ Wray faced Mel ‘Goal Defence’ Green on the field. Both teams were competitive and aggressive in their pursuit of winning, but The Fort Tigers were still leading in the ‘we’re whipping your ass’ league table. 


Rio put thoughts of the coming match from her mind as she approached the protection officer. Her superior, DSI Newman, had whinged on about restricted resources when Rio had made the urgent call requesting a protection duty of two officers. But Rio had played the high profile case card and if anything happened to their witness the heat was going to come licking back at his door. He’d eventually agreed, but when only a lone protection officer had appeared she’d felt mad enough to call her DS and pull a strip off him over the phone. But, of course, she hadn’t done that. Rio was known for sticking by the book; she’d work too hard and long to let emotions get in the way of her ultimate goal – climbing the Metropolitan Police Service ladder as far as she could go. No way was she going to be booted out – not like disgraced, former cop Calum Burns. 


Calum Burns, Jack Strong. Why did she always end up with the whiff of scum parked right beside her? 


Rio dumped the bad thoughts when she reached the protection officer. ‘No one, and I mean no one, comes into this room unless it’s medical staff.’ 


As he nodded back Detective Jack Strong walked towards her. Rio had deliberately not been looking his way. He’d shown expert policing skills, talking the witness out into the open, but so what? That didn’t put him in her good books. Or any of her books for that matter. As soon as she got back to The Fort he was history. Without acknowledging him, Rio quickly entered the room and shut the door firmly in his face. Turned her back. Waited. If he dared to enter this room he was going to quickly find out that she wasn’t scared of verbally taking him down, even in front of the most valuable evidence in this case. 


Rio gave it ten seconds. The door remained firmly closed. Good. Now she could get back to the case. The teenager was lying on top of the pale blue blanket that covered the bed. Nikki Bell was about average height, but she looked small and shrunken in the bed. After seeing her mother butchered in the kitchen the girl had started shaking and crying with such pain that Rio knew there would be nothing gained by talking to her straight away. So she’d let Nikki have some personal space and got her to the hospital as quickly as possible. 


‘I’m sorry about your mother,’ Rio said as she walked towards the bed. 


The February light coming through the single window was bleak and uneven. There was a chill in the air that even the central heating couldn’t dispel. 


‘I’m sorry that you had to see her like that,’ Rio continued when she reached the side of the bed. 


Nikki didn’t say anything; instead she dropped her gaze to stare at her fingers twisting tightly together. She’d refused to remove the lilac-and-black striped fingerless gloves from her hand, even when Doctor Green had wanted to feel her pulse. Maybe the gloves acted as some type of anchor to reality, Rio thought, or maybe they were a gift from her mother. Whatever the reason, Rio had told everyone to not make such a drama out of it. She needed this girl as steady and as grounded as possible to uncover every detail of what she’d seen. 


‘Do you mind if I sit down?’ Rio quietly asked. 


The teen shook her head, unleashing the natural bounce of her blonde hair now the sweat had dried out. But she refused to make eye contact. 


Rio knew she had to take this slow, but she was the first to admit she was shit with kids, especially the adolescent kind. All those hormones and moods clogging up the road towards the truth; she’d rather be busting the balls of some serial killer.


‘I know this will be painful for you,’ Rio started, ‘but you’re the one person who can help us because you’re the only person who saw what happened. Do you think you can tell me what you saw?’


Rio hoped she’d got the tone right: didn’t want the teenager to think she was talking down to her like she was some seven-year-old.


The girl didn’t answer. Instead two of her fingers pulled up a small part of the blanket and started to rub the material together. 


Take it slow, Rio warned herself, although instinct jabbed her to press on. 


Finally Nikki raised her eyes to look at Rio. Her face wasn’t so pale anymore. She had a bit of colour in her checks and on the tip of her nose. Her eyes had lost that silver shine, and were now brimming like soft clay. 


Then she spoke. ‘Can I have my iPad back now?’


‘I explained earlier that we’re keeping it for evidence.’ Rio punched firmness into her voice. ‘What happened, Nikki?’


The girl’s gaze flipped away again. ‘I don’t remember.’


Was this kid playing her? 


‘Then why were you hiding inside the airing cupboard?’


Nikki swallowed deep, but kept her stare locked away from Rio. 


‘Ania made me get inside.’


‘She must’ve told you to do it for a reason.’


Nikki shrugged. ‘Dunno. She just told me to do it.’


‘You don’t come across to me as someone who would just do something without a reason.’ Rio paused, controlling the irritation she heard in her tone. ‘Do you want to get the people who did this?’


Nikki nodded.


Rio got out of the chair and eased down on the bed next to Nikki’s hip. ‘Then help me out.’


Nikki’s fingers stopped playing in the blanket and she folded her arms over her belly. 


‘OK.’ She raised her head and her light grey eyes stared at Rio. ‘I was in the bedroom, on Hamlet—’


‘Hamlet?’ Rio asked, confused.


‘That’s what I call my iPad. Hamlet.’


Well at least this kid was getting a good education, not that Rio knew anything about Hamlet or any other type of Shakespearean play, except the unnecessary tragedy of Romeo and Juliet. 


Nikki’s arms tightened around her body. ‘I thought I heard a noise from downstairs . . .’


‘What type of noise?’


‘Something falling . . . I don’t know . . . Maybe a scream . . .’ Her voice jerked with her memories. 


‘Then what did you do?’


‘I got up . . .’


The door opened and Detective Strong pushed his head into the room. 


The temper that Rio had been holding back came out full blast. ‘I told you to stay outside.’ She pointed at the bottom of the doorway. ‘Not to cross the threshold.’


But he wasn’t moving; in fact he dared take a step into the room. ‘I need to speak with you—’


‘Not now you don’t.’


‘Yes now.’ There was a bite in his tone for the first time since Rio had met him. Well screw him; she was the one calling the shots, not him. But just as she was ready to let another comeback fly he turned and strode briskly back into the corridor leaving the door wide open. Rio thrust herself to standing. If he wanted a punch up she was so ready to put her boxing gloves on.


Then she remembered Nikki. She plastered on a half-hearted smile of reassurance. ‘Just try and relax and picture what happened. I’ll be back.’


Rio found Strong in the corridor leaning casually against the wall. 


‘I don’t like your tone.’ Her gaze ran over him, slowly, from head to toe. ‘Or the way you’re posing against that wall.’


He slowly peeled himself off. 


‘Mind you, it doesn’t matter because you’re going to be off this case as soon as we get back to base.’


‘In the meantime,’ he answered, ‘I’ll do my job. I don’t know who that girl is in there, but she isn’t the Bells’ daughter.’


That shook Rio up; she wasn’t expecting that. 


‘She said her name is Nikki Bell.’


‘The neighbours are saying the only daughter Maurice and Linda Bell have is called Leah. She’s thirty years old.’


 


‘She had to be in that house for a reason. Maybe she’s their granddaughter?’ Rio reasoned to Strong. 


‘Both the Bells’ children are single without any kids attached.’


‘Shit,’ Rio let rip. She straightened her shoulders, turning to look with determination at the door of the room she’d just left. 


‘Go easy on her,’ Strong gently advised. 


Rio flung her gaze with contempt at him. ‘Like you went easy on that lad four years back?’ Strong tipped his chin up in defiance, but said nothing. ‘Why don’t you cash in your cards? The Met doesn’t need the nasty stain of cops like you stinking up its four walls.’


And with that Rio re-entered the room. She stared hard at the teen. The time for being gentle with the kid had passed. Swiftly she headed for the other side of the bed. This time when she reached the girl she didn’t sit, but shifted her legs slightly wide, looming and looking down. 


‘Who are you, Nikki?’ 


The girl’s tongue darted against her dried lips before she answered. ‘I told you, Nikki Bell.’


‘You see that’s causing me a bit of a problem because the man and woman who lived in that house, who are now dead,’ the girl flinched, ‘didn’t have a daughter your age. So whose little girl are you?’


The child whipped her head around to face the other side of the room.


‘Look. At. Me.’ Rio’s slow, hard words had the effect she wanted: the girl turned back to her. 


‘There were four people in that house; three of them are dead. You’re the only one alive, so you’d better start telling me who you really are.’


Nikki’s teeth played nervously in her top lip, the skin on her cheeks splashing with a warm red. ‘There were two of them,’ she finally threw out, answering a question Rio hadn’t asked her, but one Rio needed to know. 


She leaned over and braced her hands against the blanket. ‘What did they look like?’


Nikki lifted her slim shoulders in an anxious shrug. ‘One of them couldn’t—’


But before Nikki could continue, a commotion outside had Rio pulling straight again. Furious voices filled the air, one of which she recognised as Strong’s. Rio rushed to the door and thrust it back. Stepping into the corridor, she found Strong pinning a man in a blue suit against the wall. His forearm pressed deep into the man’s throat. A lone black rucksack lay tumbled on its side near the man’s polished black right shoe. The protection officer was right by Strong’s side. 


‘What the hell’s going on?’ she asked.


‘This . . .’ Strong looked the man insolently up and down, ‘gentleman was trying to get into the room. When I told him he couldn’t go in he didn’t want to take no for an answer.’


He pulled the man, who was gasping for breath, slightly forwards. Then slammed him back into the wall again. And in a menacing growl, let out, ‘Who are you?’ 
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‘Let him go,’ Rio instructed Strong, but her eyes remained firmly fixed on the man against the wall. Unfortunately, she knew exactly who he was. Her mouth twisted in annoyance. This day was turning into a bellyful of trouble she didn’t need. Rio wouldn’t be surprised if Satan himself turned up to join the party. 


Strong glanced at her from the side, those bright eyes of his brimming with questions. Rio was about to nod at him, but stopped herself. She was in charge of this operation, not him, so she stared him down. He turned back to the man and released him. The man pushed himself off the wall with a casual motion like he had done this before, which wouldn’t have surprised Rio; he was someone who went looking for trouble. He flexed his jaw, ran his palms over his designer jacket.


As Rio walked towards him, she asked, ‘What are you doing here, Mr Foster?’


Stephen Foster was tall enough to look down his nose at Rio; but she figured he was the kind of man who would look down his nose at anyone, no matter what his height might have been. The thought left a sour taste in Rio’s mind as she waited for him to answer.


‘I’m here to attend to my client. I’m the Bell family’s solicitor and I’m here to look after Nicola Bell’s interests.’


‘And who is Nicola Bell?’ Rio felt stupid having to ask him, of all people, who the girl in the room was. 


He raised an eyebrow. ‘Why am I not surprised you haven’t verified who she is. She’s Maurice and Linda Bell’s niece.’


‘Thank you for telling me.’ Her words were grudgingly spoken. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Rio Wray. I’m in charge of the investigation.’


‘Is that how you take charge? Shoving innocent men against walls?’ 


Foster seemed to enjoy his jibe. But then cop bashing seemed to be Stephen Foster’s part-time hobby, after minding the interests of his many rich and famous clients. Foster was notorious for taking on cases which embarrassed the Metropolitan Police Service even when there was no money in it for him. Civil liberties groups hailed him as a champion, the police a nasty, permanent thorn in their side. Rio had always found him an unlikely candidate for an enemy of the forces of law and order; everything about him screamed establishment with a capital E. 


Voice as polished as his shoes, manners as elegant as his clothes; the exclusive and expensive worlds of public school and Oxbridge hung over him. Although he was obviously a paid-up member of the swanky posh set, this man was not afraid of putting on a pair of Mike Tyson-sized gloves, over his carefully manicured fingernails, to engage in a legal street fight; that included with the police. His mane of grey hair was a little too long and swept back in the style of an ageing rock star. And as far as Foster was concerned, he was a rock star in his sixties – but of the legal kind. With Foster on the case, Rio knew that she had to be careful, real careful; her superiors were not likely to forgive her if she thrust them in the ring, with Foster waiting for the ding-ding sounding the start of round one. 


Foster looked at Strong with contempt and then back at Rio. ‘This officer is on your team is he?’ 


Rio nodded. She didn’t like Strong being here anymore than the lawyer, but she was loyal to her team to an outsider. 


‘Detective Strong was only doing his job.’


Foster looked over at the male detective. ‘Jack Strong?’ Rio wasn’t surprised that he knew who the newest member of her team was. Probably would have been the lawyer assisting the family Strong had wronged if another solicitors firm hadn’t got there before him. ‘I see . . .’ Foster said nothing else on the subject, but then his manner showed he didn’t need to. ‘If you could take me through to my client Detective Inspector.’


‘How did you find out that Nicola Bell was in the hospital?’


He smiled cynically at her. ‘I make it my business to know where my clients are.’


If he was going to play a cat and mouse game, Rio was more than happy to join in. ‘I’m afraid the doctor’s instructions are —’ 


But Foster cut across her. He wasn’t loud – Foster didn’t do loud – he was about hard-edged persuasion. ‘I don’t care what the doctor’s instructions are, I will see my client—’


The sound of running feet, muffled sobs and cries of, ‘Nikki? . . . Nicola?’ stopped their conversation.


The two of them turned and watched as Strong stepped forwards and stood in front of a distraught middle-aged woman. Plump and small, wearing a bob haircut and a floral print dress. Three, chunky silver bracelets jangled around her right arm as she moved. 


The woman wailed, ‘Where’s my baby . . .?’ 


Strong politely asked her to identify herself but not politely enough for the woman. ‘I’m Nikki’s – Nicola Bell’s – mother. Now get out of our way.’ 


Foster walked towards her with authority. ‘Mrs Bell, I’m Stephen Foster—’


‘Hold up one minute,’ Rio threw in quickly. ‘You said that you represented the Bell family.’


Foster smacked his lips together. ‘Meaning Maurice and Linda Bell. They asked me to also look after the interests of their niece, Nicola, if she ever needed—’


‘We should chuck him out of here,’ Jack Strong suggested with menace, his northern accent becoming more pronounced.


But Foster wasn’t intimidated. Instead he turned to Nikki’s mother. ‘You know what happened to your husband’s brother and his wife. Your brother-in-law had been paying me a retainer just in case your daughter might ever need any legal help and advice. Of course it’s your decision, but I would say that Nicola is in need of that help now.’


Indecision, mixed with grief and pain, were stamped on Mrs Bell’s face. ‘I don’t know. My husband Frank isn’t here. He’s downstairs parking the car.’


Foster smiled as he laid a hand on her arm. ‘Let me introduce you to Detective Inspector Rio Wray, who is heading up the investigation and Detective Jack Strong.’ His hand gently squeezed. ‘And this is Mrs Patsy Bell, Nicola’s mum. Her husband Frank is Maurice Bell’s brother—’


‘Patsy? Pat? Where is she?’ A man of average height, balding hair, wearing horn-rimmed glasses called out. 


No one needed to tell Rio that this was Frank Bell. She had to grab back the high ground from the lawyer, so immediately stepped forwards to greet Nicola’s father with an outstretched hand. ‘I’m Detective Rio Wray—’


He ignored her hand. ‘Where’s my daughter?’ 


Rio made a wide gesture with her hand towards the room where the teenager was. ‘If you step this way with me—’


‘We should speak first, Mr Bell,’ Foster smoothly cut in. 


Frank Bell turned towards Foster. ‘I know you. You’re Maurice’s . . .’ His voice broke, no doubt dealing with the emotions of his brother’s murder.


Foster nodded. ‘Yes, I was his solicitor as you know. I would like a private word with you and your wife, if I may?’ His gaze shifted to Rio knowing there wasn’t anything she could do about his request. 


All Rio could do, a few seconds later, was watch as he held a whispered, private discussion with Nicola Bell’s parents. Two minutes later the parents and Stephen Foster made their way to her room. Rio strode after them. They were inside the room by the time she reached them. As she went to join them inside Frank Bell blocked her. 


‘On legal advice we’ve decided that Nikki is too traumatised to talk to the police at this stage,’ he said. ‘When she is well enough to speak we’ve decided that Mr Foster must be present as well.’


He closed the door in Rio’s face and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it. 
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11:22 a.m.


 


‘The Super wants to see you. Now,’ the sergeant on the desk at The Fort told Rio as soon as she stepped inside. 


HQ, where Rio ran her squad of detectives from the second floor, was known as The Fort by everyone, even the criminals, because it had once been the site of a Roman Fortress and a secure building during the Cold War.


‘And this,’ the sergeant reached for something under the desk, ‘arrived for you. I was going to leave it on your desk.’ 


She handed an A4-sized sealed envelope to Rio who pushed it in her pocket, too preoccupied by having to see her superior to deal with it at the moment. Inwardly Rio groaned. She didn’t need to hear the words coming out of DSI Newman’s mouth to know what he wanted to grill her about – the progress of the case. Mind you, she could use the opportunity to talk to him about something else that was urgently on her mind; her gaze shifted onto Strong who stood at her side. Rio could barely bring herself to speak to him, but she did.


‘Pull the team together.’ 


She left him, but that didn’t stop her hearing his response: ‘Yes . . . ma’am.’


The surly sarcasm in his voice was laced with provocation, meant to slow her down. But she wasn’t dealing with his shit now. In fact she hoped to get Newman to toss him off her team. No point putting energy into something that wasn’t going to be there pretty soon. She kept her stride long and balanced as she moved towards the lift. Pressed 3. Once inside, she straightened the collar of her jacket, smoothed her palms against the top of her black trousers, pushed her shoulders back and strong. Then she pulled out the envelope that had the Metropolitan Police Service official stamp on it. She opened it up and knew what it was instantly: her request for an annual firearms training refresher course. She had taken one each year since leaving the armed response unit ten years back. What she read in the letter did not improve her mood.


 


Request denied.


Reason: A need to prioritise strategic resources.


 


Cock and bull management chat for there was not enough cash in the kitty. Well there was nothing she could do about it; she’d just have to re-apply again next year. She pushed the letter back into her pocket and finger-combed her ’fro. Feeling more in control it took her a few seconds to walk from the lift to the inner sanctum of her superior’s office. 


‘He’s waiting for you,’ DSI Newman’s PA told her. 


Rio nodded and opened the teak coloured door. But froze on the threshold of the room when she saw that Newman wasn’t alone. 


 


‘Ma’am.’ Surprise was evident in Rio’s voice at finding Assistant Commissioner Pauline Tripple also present.


Everything about AC Tripple was smart: her formal uniform; her no-nonsense brown hair that tapered around the ears and neck with longer strands on top; her quick, logical mind that had helped get her nearly to the top of her profession. Rio had heard some other officers – always male – snidely call her Raspberry Ripple – a take on her surname, but also Cockney slang for nipple. Not everyone on the Force appreciated one of the top brass being a woman. 


‘Wray,’ Newman ushered, waving a hand at the empty chair positioned on the side of the desk nearest to her. 


The Super had the bulk of a brawler, but the reddened and deeply lined face of a man under much stress. 


Rio took the seat in an office that was clean, bright and clinically white. Soulless. One of those minimal, paper-free affairs, the uplighters on the walls giving it the mood of a sanctuary of therapy rather than a place concerned with law and order. 


Newman let out that unnatural half-cough he always did before having to say something awkward. Rio tensed; was she about to be booted off the case?


‘Assistant Commissioner Tripple just wanted you to update her on the current case—’


‘Are this morning’s murders related to the incidence of house robberies in the Home Counties?’ the older woman enquired over Newman. Her question blunt, her voice hinting at the city of Manchester she hadn’t lived in for over twenty years. 


‘Looks like the same MO,’ Rio swiftly answered. ‘The bodies were discovered this morning by the gardener—’


‘How can you be so sure—?’


It was Rio’s turn to interrupt. ‘There’s a witness. Young girl: the niece of two of the murder victims. She’s different from our other witnesses – the gang didn’t know she was at the scene. But we’ve got a problem. The girl has a solicitor who has convinced her parents that she’s too traumatised to talk at present. And when I do get to question her they insist that he be present.’ Rio drew in a breath. Let it out. Paused. ‘It’s Stephen Foster.’


That pushed the AC to her feet, irritation pulling the skin tight around her mouth. ‘That man . . .’ Her lips clamped together. ‘Whatever you do make sure he does not have anything to come knocking at my door about. But do what you have to do to get that information from the witness. We’re getting a lot of heat from some powerful people to get this investigation resolved. We need to get this gang closed down and behind bars, because some of the great and good of Surrey are starting to feel like they’re living in downtown South-Central L.A.’ 


Her chin thrust out. ‘I’ve assured Surrey’s Police and Crime Commissioner’ – there was something about the way AC Tripple said the title that showed she didn’t quite approve of the role – ‘that the person heading up this task force is one of my most competent and efficient officers.’ 


The appointment of Police and Crime Commissioners were seen by many as a way for the politicians to interfere in the work of the police; many inside the Force weren’t happy, and it appeared that the Assistant Commissioner was among their number. She continued: ‘You’ve been on this case for just over two weeks, so, with this new incident, I expect something drastic to happen, especially if you now have another witness who the gang knew nothing about. We can’t afford any more murders. I trust you to get this job done quickly.’


And without another word the Assistant Commissioner headed for the door and was gone. Rio and her boss sat in the heavy tension left behind. 


Newman broke the silence. ‘Are you sure this case is related to the others?’


Rio nodded. ‘What worries me this time is the level of violence used. The victims were the householders – Maurice and Linda Bell – and their cleaner. We still need to make formal IDs, but I’ve little doubt that their photos, which will have been patched through to us by now, will be joining the other victims of this gang already in the situation room.’


 ‘You need to get this case cleaned up ASAP.’


‘Then why give me Jack Strong as tag partner on my team?’


‘Ah. Jack.’


Instead of continuing, Newman pulled open the top drawer of his desk and whipped out a packet of low tar ciggies. He stood and opened the window behind his desk. The surprisingly mild February air breezed into the room as he lit up, going against anti-smoking regulations. He leaned his face close to the window as he pulled in a deep shot of smoke and nicotine. His shoulders sagged and rose with the motion of smoking. 


‘I need you to look after him,’ he finally said. 


Rio instantly looked down at the faint scars on both her wrists, her face heating and her mind blurring with memories she’d fought hard to forget. ‘Not that, sir. I can’t do that again.’


There were four of them in the room now: Rio, Newman, Strong and the member of her team who was now dead, twenty-seven-year-old Jamie Martin. Murdered – throat severed, on her watch, when Newman had given her the task to mentor him in his first year as a detective. The fact that his attacker had also nearly killed her by slashing her wrists didn’t give her the peace she was desperate to find. Everyone had told her that the grief would go and they were right. But what stayed with her every day, digging deeper when she shut her eyes at night, was the guilt. She should’ve protected him in that house in Camden and she hadn’t. 


‘I’m sure you’ll understand that protection is the last thing I feel towards Strong,’ Rio uttered. ‘With all due respect, sir, putting him with a black officer is not the wisest decision.’


Four years ago Jack Strong had been a Detective Inspector, the lead of his own team. He’d always been considered one of the boys, a bit of a loud mouth, but with old school experience and instincts that were much admired. That was until the day his team had stopped and searched an injured Somali teenager after a vicious mugging in South London. Instead of taking him to the hospital or getting him medical attention, Strong had detained him and slung him in a cell. Two hours later Yusuf Ishmail was dead. The Met had not only had to deal with the outraged cry of the black community but also that of the Muslim one as well, in the week leading up to Eid, the most important religious festival in the Islamic calendar. Turned out that the teenager had been attacked on his way home from Mosque by thugs who have never been found. 


The Met Commissioner had spent the better part of the following year trying to regain the communities’ trust at a time when young Somali men were complaining that they were twice as likely to be stopped by the police because they were both black and Muslim. Strong had been suspended but, to Rio’s disgust, allowed to come back, with a demotion to the rank of plain detective. Plus he’d been made to undergo intensive ‘race awareness and inclusion’ training. Rio would’ve laughed at the last if the whole business hadn’t been so serious. As far as she was concerned, once a bad cop always a bad cop. 


Newman tipped his head to face her and she was surprised to see the wistful expression in his eyes. ‘Did you know that me and Jack started out together?’


Rio merely folded her arms. Newman trying to drag her through a trip down memory lane wasn’t going to move her.


‘We did our training at Hendon and walked the beat for the first three years side-by-side.’ He pulled in another puff of smoke and angled his head back towards the window. ‘We were both ambitious, but in different ways. I wanted to be part of the decision makers, while Strong was happy to stay at the grassroots among the men . . . You know, rolling his sleeves up every day and getting stuck into the filth.’ He flicked his butt out of the window. Closed it. Turned fully to Rio. 


‘He was a great cop. Then something happened to him that made him lose his way.’


‘We’ve all lost our way every now and again, sir, but would we ignore the desperate pleas of a dying teenager?’


Newman didn’t answer; instead he sat back at his desk. 


‘You know that I’m going to retire in a month’s time,’ he said quietly. ‘Well, so is Jack. All he wants in his last month on the job is to be elbow deep in a case that gets his adrenaline racing.’


‘I’m not hosting a fairground roller coaster called The Metropolitan Police Service Adventure Ride—’


‘No, but you are under my command and will do what you’re told.’ Rio knew when it was wise to keep her mouth well and truly closed. ‘Remember, Wray, that I’m on the cusp of putting your name forwards to take my place.’


Although Rio felt the pride that came with his words, she didn’t like that the job came with strings attached.


‘I thought you were doing that because you consider me the best person for the job.’


‘I do. That’s why I know you’re going to make Strong’s last days in the Force ones for him to put in his photo album.’


‘If he slips up once . . .’ Rio held up a finger. ‘You’re going to have to find someone else to provide fun and games for Jack.’


Rio got up to leave.


‘And Wray . . .?’


Rio turned back around.


‘You heard the Assistant Commissioner, so I don’t have to tell you how high profile this case is. You need to get this job done. Quickly. If finding this gang proves hard you may want to think about enlisting some outside help.’


‘Outside help? Like a CI?’ Using confidential informants was common practice.


He shook his head. ‘I’m thinking more of a specialist. A security consultant with his ear to the ground.’


Astonishment gripped Rio’s face because she knew whose name he was going to slot into that role. 


‘Someone like Calum Burns.’
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11:35 a.m.


 


Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! 


Profanity was the only decent way Rio knew how to respond to hearing Calum Burns’ name. Former cop. No: disgraced former cop, now doing his own thing in the world of security consultancy. Rio leaned the flat of her hand against the wall of the stairwell leading up to her office to stop the emotions burning her up. That’s what Calum did to her: made her steaming, badass mad, and vulnerable; he was one of the only people who could make her think the ground wasn’t beneath her feet. 


Newman was wrong – no way could she ask Calum for a little bit of assistance on the side. Not because he wouldn’t prove up to the task – quite the opposite, Calum was a man with his nose stuck in all types of ‘wrong places’ that could prove beneficial to this case. But what lay between them, thick and unresolved, was somewhere she wasn’t going back to. 
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