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This book is dedicated to Steve Lucas. 
He shares my obsessions. He shares my 
unsociability and we both shared frostbite 
one afternoon at Elland Road. 
Artist, film fan, Reds fanatic and bloody student. 
This one’s for you, mate.
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‘Often the fear of one evil leads us into a worse.’
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MONDAY, MARCH 3RD




  6.02 A.M.

Blue and red emergency lights turned silently atop the ambulances and police cars parked on the road and the verges that flanked it. Uniformed figures moved about in the gloom like shadows that had detached themselves from the half-light.

The sky was still dark. Not surprising considering the banks of slate-grey rain clouds moving across the heavens in unyielding masses. The reservoir too looked like liquid granite. The whole landscape was dark grey. A page from a manic depressive’s colouring book.

As Detective Inspector Alan Fielding brought the Mondeo to a halt close to an ambulance, a few drops of rain hit his windscreen and he shook his head wearily. He took one last sip of strong coffee from his styrofoam cup then swung himself out of the car, glancing around.

To his right lay farmland. Beyond, the town of Kingsfield. Most of its inhabitants, he fancied, still tucked up warm in their beds.

Lucky bastards.

A number, of course, would already be making their way to work. Many to London. The capital lay just thirty miles south of Kingsfield. The town was firmly embedded in the commuter belt.

Ahead of Fielding, the narrow road stretched away between two high hedges. To his left, down a narrow slope, lay Kingsfield Reservoir. As the DI made his way towards the top of the slope he could feel a cold wind blowing in off the water. He pulled up the collar of his coat and muttered something under his breath as he began the descent on ground made slippery by two  days of heavy rain. Today looked like following the same pattern.

He glanced briefly up at the sky once more and then concentrated on reaching the bottom of the incline without falling arse over head in the mud.

A number of uniformed policemen were attaching strips of blue and white ribbon to metal rods that had been pushed into the earth. They tied them off tightly and Fielding saw the words POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS printed on the tape.

He ducked beneath one of the makeshift barriers and walked slowly towards a huddle of figures gathered close to the shore. He could hear the sound of the water lapping against the banks. He noticed some discarded newspaper floating on its surface, bobbing about as the wind blew.

Fielding dug in his pocket for his cigarettes, pulled one out and lit it, shielding the lighter from a particularly strong gust of wind. He puffed on the B&H and continued towards the group of figures now less than ten yards from him.

There were four of them. One in uniform, the other three dressed casually. They all looked frozen. Fielding recognised the plain clothes individuals, and, as he drew nearer, one of them turned and nodded a greeting in his direction.

At thirty-five, Detective Sergeant Rob Young was three years younger than Fielding. He gestured in the direction of the ground, at something the others were gazing down at.

It was a rubber sheet. Black, like everything else about the morning. Draped over something that lay less than six feet from the water’s edge.

Fielding nodded to the others then turned his full attention to the sheet and what lay beneath.

‘Let’s have a look,’ he said quietly, taking a drag on his cigarette.

Young pulled back the cover.

‘Shit,’ murmured Fielding.




 6.03 A.M.

The body was naked. It lay on its left side, one arm twisted beneath it, the eyes peering sightlessly into the mud.

‘He’s about seven or eight,’ said a female voice to Fielding’s right.

Donna Thompson was kneeling beside the body, running her expert eye over it.

‘Same as the others,’ Fielding said flatly.

‘Same m.o.,’ Donna told him. ‘No signs of violence. There’s not a mark on him. Except these.’ She took a biro from inside her coat and used the end to indicate two small puncture marks in the crook of the dead boy’s left arm.

‘Hypodermic?’ Fielding asked.

Donna nodded.

‘I need a full autopsy report by ten,’ Fielding said, raising his eyebrows.

‘No problem,’ Donna told him.

‘Anything at all?’ the DI continued. ‘Physical evidence? Prints?’

‘Too early,’ Young told him. ‘Forensics are going over the ground from here to the road with a fine-tooth comb but they won’t be able to see much until it’s light. There are a few footprints but it’s going to take time, you know that.’

Fielding nodded. ‘Who found the body?’ he wanted to know.

‘Some guy was driving to work, his car was playing up,’ Young said. ‘He stopped up there at the top of the slope to check his engine, looked this way and bingo. He called it in on his mobile. There was no attempt made to hide the body.’

‘Just like the others,’ Fielding mused. ‘Left in plain view, like  he doesn’t give a fuck if we find them or not.’ The DI walked slowly around the corpse, his gaze straying time and again back to the open eyes.

‘There are tyre tracks on both sides of the road,’ Young offered. ‘We’re having casts made of them.’

‘Probably a waste of time,’ Fielding said. ‘People drive up here all the time. Park up, go for a walk by the water, take their dogs for a run.’ He took another puff on his cigarette, the smoke clouding around him for a second before it was blown away by another strong gust of wind. ‘Whoever dumped the body would know that.’ He looked at Donna. ‘How long before you can give me positive i.d.?’

‘Within an hour of getting the body back to the lab,’ she said.

‘And then all we have to do is tell the poor little bastard’s parents,’ Fielding said wearily. He turned his back on the corpse and wandered to the edge of the water, gazing out across the black expanse.

Donna Thompson replaced the sheet.

Young wandered across to join his superior.

‘Three in two months,’ Fielding said, staring at the reservoir as if expecting to find some answers in the deep, freezing water. ‘All aged between six and nine. No physical or sexual abuse. It doesn’t add up.’

‘Since when does anything to do with killing kids add up, guv?’

‘Killers who take kids do it for sexual pleasure, you know that, Rob. But not this bastard. All he does is pump them full of heroin.’

‘Perhaps that’s what he gets off on? Watching them die?’

Fielding shook his head. ‘No. He’d wank off over the corpse or something if that was the case. He’d want to leave some trace on the body. Mark it. Like a dog marks its fucking territory.’

‘He leaves the needle marks on them.’

Fielding ignored the remark. ‘What the fuck does he do with them when he’s got them? Why does he take them?’

‘Perhaps the autopsy on this one will tell us a bit more,’ Young said, none too hopefully.

Fielding took a final drag on his cigarette. ‘I wouldn’t hold your breath,’ he muttered.




  6.38 A.M.

The wind whistled around the Mondeo, the stronger gusts shaking the car. Fielding drummed his fingers slowly on the steering wheel and gazed out of the windscreen, watching as two uniformed men carried the body of the dead boy towards a waiting ambulance.

‘What are we missing, Rob?’ the DI asked, his gaze never leaving the mournful procession.

Young could only shrug. ‘There’s no obvious link between the three victims,’ he said, glancing at his superior. ‘We’ve even run it through the computer. No physical evidence from the killer. So far. No motive even.’

‘Then either he’s clever, lucky, or we’re missing something.’

‘If he’s lucky then his luck’ll run out.’

‘And how many more kids have to die before that happens?’

There was a heavy silence in the car, finally broken by Fielding as he watched the boy’s corpse being loaded, with as much care as possible, into the back of the ambulance. ‘There’s a motive here somewhere. There always is.’

‘You said yourself that most child killers take kids for sexual reasons. None of the victims has shown any signs of abuse. Christ, they haven’t even had cuts or bruises.’

‘So, they’ve gone with him willingly. Right?’ Fielding said.

‘Seems like it,’ Young replied.

‘No signs of a struggle. They weren’t snatched off streets, bundled into a car and tied up. So, what do we make of that ?’

‘They knew him?’

‘It’s possible but . . .’ Fielding allowed the sentence to trail off.

‘Kids of that age are trusting, guv. Any adult who’s good to them, they like.’

‘Enough to get in a car with them? Enough to go against what their parents should have told them about not talking to strangers? Yeah, kids of that age are trusting, Rob, but they’re not stupid. You wait and see.’ Fielding finally looked at his companion. ‘When’s it due?’

Young exhaled deeply and managed a smile. ‘Two weeks,’ he said, looking up as the doors of the ambulance were slammed shut. The emergency vehicle, its lights turning, headed off up the narrow road.

‘How’s Jenny?’ Fielding wanted to know.

‘Moaning about cramp.’ Young smiled. ‘Moaning about her back aching. Moaning about her feet swelling up like balloons. Other than that she’s fine. She looks great. Pregnancy agrees with her.’

‘Moaning, eh? That’s what you get for marrying a policewoman, Rob.’

‘She said you should come round for dinner some time. While she can still get near enough to the oven to cook.’

‘Tell her thanks but she’s got enough to think about at the moment. I’ll come and see her when she’s had the baby.’

‘There’s a friend of hers she’d like you to meet.’

‘Tell your missus to stop trying to fix me up, will you? I’m fine the way I am. I’ve been on my own for nearly two years now. I like my own company.’

Fielding returned to gazing out of the windscreen. ‘What’s the point in looking for someone else anyway, Rob?’ he murmured. ‘I’m never going to find another woman like Kate. There couldn’t be two like her.’ His expression darkened. ‘Do you remember what the judge gave that cunt who killed her? Eighteen months. He was three times over the limit when he was arrested.’ The knot of muscles at the side of his jaw pulsed angrily. ‘A year and a half. I got a fucking life sentence. I should have killed him. Got pissed, like he was when he hit Kate, and  driven a fucking car over him. Do you think they’d have let me  walk with a lousy eighteen months?’

He started the engine of the Mondeo and jammed it into gear. The back wheels spun for a moment as he stepped on the accelerator, geysers of mud spewing up. Then the tyres caught and the car moved off.

The rain that had been threatening finally began to fall.




 8.56 A.M.

Fielding knocked once on the door marked PATHOLOGY then walked in, DS Young just behind him.

The smell of disinfectant was strong but he didn’t react, merely closed the door behind him and glanced across the room.

There were three metal-topped work benches glinting in the cold, white light cast by the overhead fluorescents. Beside each were small trolleys covered with gleaming surgical instruments. Above the trio of tables were weighing scales and a small microphone, which poked out like an accusatory finger.

Fielding and Young walked towards the third table where Donna Thompson sat, dressed in her familiar white overall, scribbling on a piece of paper fastened to a clipboard. The pathologist glanced briefly at them then continued writing.

On the table before her lay the body of the boy they had found earlier that morning. The corpse looked like a Madame Tussaud’s effigy, sporting the waxen-skinned sheen of the newly dead. The two detectives regarded it without expression as Donna completed her notes.

‘I’ll be with you in a minute,’ she said, starting another sentence in her neat hand.

‘No rush,’ said Fielding.

Donna finally finished and pushed her pen into the pocket of her white lab coat. ‘Jonathan Ridley,’ she said flatly. ‘Aged seven. Cause of death: heroin overdose.’

‘Is that a positive i.d.?’ asked Fielding.

She nodded. ‘His parents are due within the hour to confirm, just for the record, but it’s academic. The dental records are enough.’

‘What else?’ Fielding wanted to know, walking slowly around the autopsy table.

‘He’d been dead for just over twelve hours when he was found,’ Donna continued. She waved a hand in the direction of the body. ‘As you can see, there are no external signs of violence other than the two puncture wounds in the right arm where the heroin was injected. Very minor bruising around one wrist but I’d say that was where the killer held his arm to inject him.’

Fielding continued walking around the table. ‘But he doesn’t touch them when he’s got them,’ he said. ‘At least not that we can see.’ He ran his eyes again over the body of Jonathan Ridley. It was perfect. Unspoiled. ‘No prints on the body?’

‘Nothing. He must wear gloves at all times. Even the slight bruising around the wrist doesn’t show any prints.’

‘Bastard,’ whispered Young.

‘No panic. No rush. Cool and calm,’ Fielding said, still pacing slowly around the body. ‘No discernible motive. No connection between the victims.’

‘Apart from the fact that they were all local,’ Young reminded him.

‘That doesn’t mean the killer is though. He could be miles away by now,’ said Fielding, finally stopping his pacing.

‘Do you think he is?’ Young asked.

Fielding shrugged. ‘The only thing I’m sure of at the moment is that unless we get a break, this poor little bastard won’t be the last kid on that slab.’




  8.57 A.M.

Roma Todd turned down the volume on the CD player.

‘Oh, Mum,’ a small voice from beside her complained.

‘I don’t think we need to have S Club at quite such deafening levels, do you?’ said Roma, glancing across to the passenger seat of the Range Rover where her daughter sat glowering at her.

‘What is it Dad always says?’ the small girl said defiantly. ‘If you’re too old then it’s too loud.’

Roma smiled. ‘If it’s too loud you’re too old,’ she chuckled. ‘Yes, that’s what your dad always says.’

‘Perhaps you’re too old then,’ said Kirsten, looking out of the side window as if reluctant to meet her mother’s eye any longer.

Roma again glanced at her six-year-old and shook her head. ‘Less of your cheek, young lady,’ she said, good humouredly.

‘Unless you want to walk the rest of the way to school.’

Kirsten didn’t answer. She merely contented herself with picking at a thread on the sleeve of her dark-blue blazer then pulling at the long, light-brown plaits that framed her face.

‘Did they have radio in Ireland, Mum, when you were a little girl?’ Kirsten wanted to know.

‘Yes, we had radio,’ laughed Roma. ‘We’re not backward in Ireland, you know.’

‘I know, but it was a long time ago.’

‘It was only thirty-five years, young lady.’

‘That’s quite a long time.’

Roma reached out with one hand and tickled her daughter. The little girl squealed gleefully and squirmed in her seat.

‘So, who did you listen to when you were a little girl, Mum?’

‘People you’ve never heard of.’

‘Like who?’

‘Pink Floyd, the Beatles, the Rolling Stones.’

‘Who?’

‘See, I told you you wouldn’t have heard of them.’

‘Are any of them on Dad’s label?’

‘No. They’re all too big to be on your dad’s label.’

‘I thought Dad owned a big record company.’

‘He owns a successful record company but he hasn’t got anyone as big as those bands on it.’

‘Chloe said that she saw Dad in the paper the other day. He was having his picture taken with someone.’

‘He’s just signed a new band to his label. That’d be it, I would think.’

‘Is that why he’s been working late this week?’

‘Your dad works late every week,’ Roma said, a slight edge to her voice. She ran a hand through her shoulder-length light-brown hair and brought the Range Rover to a halt at a set of traffic lights.

A car drew up alongside them and Kirsten banged excitedly on the window, pointing at the occupants.

‘Mum, look, it’s Daisy and Bobbi,’ she said, waving at two other girls her age, both dressed the same as her. Dark-blue blazer, white shirt, dark-blue tie, black skirt and black tights: the distinctive uniform of St Margaret’s School. It was one of two private schools in Kingsfield. Both had easily recognisable colours and impressively high fees.

As the lights changed to green, Roma stayed close to the other car all the way to the gates of St Margaret’s where a fleet of cars and people carriers was busily disgorging other pupils. Children as young as four were being shepherded towards the large building by mothers or childminders. Some of the girls ran eagerly, while others walked dejectedly alone or in groups.

Kirsten kissed her mother and scurried off to join the two girls from the other car.

Its driver, Louise Barton, smiled at Roma and blew out a weary breath. ‘A few hours’ peace and quiet,’ she said grinning.

Louise was married to a cardiologist who had recently returned from a three-month spell working in Dubai. Money, as was the case with the majority of parents whose children attended St Margaret’s, was not a problem.

Roma nodded. ‘For some,’ she said.

‘Are you lecturing today, Roma?’

‘Four hours. I don’t start until twelve.’

‘Do you fancy a coffee or something?’

Roma looked at her watch. ‘Tomorrow, maybe,’ she said, reluctantly. ‘I’ve got some stuff to do this morning. Sorry, Louise.’

‘Tomorrow. Right, I’ll hold you to that.’

They said their goodbyes and climbed back into their respective vehicles.

Roma waited until Louise had driven away, ensuring the car was out of sight, then she checked her watch once more and started the engine of the Range Rover.

Her heart, she noticed, was beating a little bit faster as she drove off.




  9.26 A.M.

Roma Todd eased her foot off the accelerator and reached for the ringing mobile, wondering, as she always did, if it was the school, telling her that Kirsten had been involved in an accident.

Parental paranoia.

‘Roma, it’s me,’ said the voice on the other end of the line.

She recognised it immediately as her husband.

‘Everything OK?’ David Todd wanted to know.

‘Yeah, it’s grand. Why shouldn’t it be?’

‘I just asked. Was Kirsten all right when you dropped her off?’

‘Fine.’

‘Look, I can’t remember if I told you but I’m going to be late back tonight. I might not even make it home.’

‘I hadn’t forgotten.’

‘We’ve got this party for the new band and Christ knows how long it’ll go on for.’

‘Don’t worry about it, David. You never usually do.’

‘I just thought I’d warn you. I was trying to be considerate. The least you could do is acknowledge that.’

‘I’m supposed to be grateful because my husband rings to tell me he might not be coming home tonight?’

‘You knew about the party.’

‘Yes, I knew.’

‘It’s just the way things are. I’ve got no choice. It’s important.’

‘It always is, David.’

‘I’m head of the fucking label, what do you expect me to do?’

‘You go to your party. Take care of your new band. Make sure your little empire ticks over.’

‘Fuck you, Roma.’

‘You’re never home long enough to do that, David.’

‘Very funny.’

‘Where are you staying if you can’t get back?’

‘The Athenaeum, as usual. You’ve got the number, haven’t you?’

‘I should think so. I’ve had to use it enough times before.’

‘Are you on your way to the college now?’

‘I don’t start until this afternoon. In case you’d forgotten,’ she added spikily.

There was a moment’s silence then Todd spoke again.

‘Give Kirsten a kiss from me,’ he said. ‘Tell her I’ll see her tomorrow.’

‘Are you sure you will?’

‘I’ll get home if I can,’ Todd said wearily.

‘Don’t trouble yourself, David. We’ll manage. Just make sure you’re back by Saturday. You know what’s happening.’

Another heavy silence. Then, ‘I hadn’t forgotten,’ Todd said, his voice fainter.

‘It has to be done, David. You know that.’

‘That’s two days away, for Christ’s sake. I’ll be home tomorrow,’ he snapped.

‘I don’t like it any more than you but—’

‘I’ll speak to you later,’ said Todd, cutting her short.

‘See you,’ said Roma, irritably and pressed Call End. She dropped the mobile back on to the passenger seat and glared at it for a moment. Then she swung the Range Rover around the corner and found a parking space opposite the house she sought.

She switched off the engine and regarded the building across the street. It was a terraced house, converted into bedsits and flats. Like so many other buildings along this street, the owner had not been slow to take advantage of the need for student quarters in this part of Kingsfield. The college was less than fifteen minutes’ bus ride from the main campus.

Roma checked her reflection in the rear-view mirror,  smoothing down her hair, tutting under her breath as she saw the redness beneath her jade-green eyes. She hadn’t slept well the previous night.

She wiped some fluff from her tightly fitting Levi’s then finally climbed out of the Range Rover, pulling her jacket around herself. The wind was still cold.

She walked purposefully towards the door of number 12 Western Way, her heart thudding hard. It was like an accompaniment to the loud clicking of her boot heels on the concrete.

Roma waited a moment, studying the half dozen buzzers on the panel outside the main door. Next to each was a small paper strip bearing a name. Some were covered with Sellotape to protect them from the elements. One was blank. It was the buzzer beside that one which she pressed.

She had to wait only a second before a voice she recognised spoke through the metal grille of the intercom.

‘It’s me,’ she answered, her voice shaking slightly.

There was a loud electronic buzz and the front door opened.

Roma stepped inside.




 9.47 A.M.

Nikki Reed sat up when she heard the banging on the door.

Dragged from sleep by the sudden eruption of noise, she blinked hard, trying to gather her thoughts as she swung herself out of bed. She pushed the curly blond hair from her face and shivered as she felt the chill inside the bedroom.

The banging continued.

Nikki padded across to the bedroom door listening to the thunderous impacts on the wood, then, clad only in a T-shirt, she hurried down the narrow staircase.

Through the frosted glass in the door she could see the dark outline of a male figure standing in the small porch.

She hesitated for a moment, wondering whether or not to retreat back up the stairs as the barrage ceased momentarily.


If you can see him, can he see you?

She took a step back but then froze when the banging resumed with renewed ferocity.

‘All right, all right,’ she called, crossing to the door and placing one shaking hand on the handle. She eased it open until the chain went taut, and peered through the gap at the figure on the porch.

Luke Hamilton was a powerfully built man with a thick neck and close-cropped hair. He looked as if he’d been shoe-horned into his leather jacket. He ran appraising eyes over Nikki who pulled at the neck of her T-shirt trying to raise it to her chin. As she did, she exposed more of her slim thighs.

Hamilton regarded her impassively for a second. ‘Open the door, love,’ he said cheerily.

Nikki swallowed hard, her hand hovering over the chain.

‘Look, do you want the fucking front door in pieces?’ Hamilton persisted. ‘Because if you don’t, then take the chain off and let us in.’

She did as she was instructed, stepping back to allow Hamilton and his companion into the small hallway.

Tony Casey was leaner and sallow faced, his hair tied tightly back in a pony tail. Like Hamilton, he was also wearing a leather jacket over his T-shirt. He sported new trainers and tracksuit bottoms.

He looked first at Nikki’s legs then at her breasts, barely covered by the thin material of the T-shirt, and smiled broadly, displaying a set of gleaming white teeth.

Nikki shut the door and followed them into the living room.

Casey sat down in one of the armchairs, Hamilton remained standing, close to the large television that occupied one corner of the small room. There was a DVD player beneath it and several films lined up alongside. Hamilton looked down at them and nodded approvingly. ‘The French Connection,’ he mused. ‘Good film that. And Gladiator. Not so sure about fucking  Notting Hill though. Or fucking Bridget Jones’s Diary. Who picked  them? You?’

She perched nervously on the edge of the sofa and looked at Hamilton.

‘Bit of a romantic are you, sweetheart?’ Hamilton persisted, his face still unmoved.

Casey chuckled and noticed a PlayStation 2 close by. There was also a new sound system on the small MFI unit beneath the bay window.

‘You’ve been shopping, haven’t you?’ he said, again running his gaze over her legs. ‘Did you buy some clothes, too? What sort of things did you get? Those high-heeled shoes – you know, the ones with loads of straps?’ He looked down at her carefully pedicured feet. ‘Tight jeans? Short skirts? Sexy undies?’ He laughed. It was a dry, rattling sound, devoid of humour.

‘Where is he?’ said Hamilton. ‘Upstairs? Still in bed?’

‘Waiting for you to come back?’ Casey added, still grinning. He ran a hand over his groin and winked at Nikki.

‘He’s not here,’ she said, clearing her throat.

Hamilton held her gaze. ‘It won’t take me a minute to check, you know,’ he said.

‘Go and look. He’s not here,’ Nikki insisted.

‘Then where the fuck is he?’ Hamilton demanded.

‘Down the bookies again?’ Casey offered, looking around the room. He ran his index finger over the wallpaper, digging the nail beneath a piece and pulling it slightly away from the wall. The ripping sound seemed to echo inside the small living room.

‘Leave that,’ Nikki said, with as much defiance as she could muster.

Casey looked at her and smiled. ‘Or what?’ he wanted to know.

‘Look, Jeff ’s not here,’ she said. ‘He went out early this morning. He didn’t say when he’d be back.’

‘We’ll wait,’ Hamilton announced.

‘No, fuck that, the cunt could be gone all morning,’ Casey protested.

Hamilton looked straight at him. ‘We’ll wait,’ he repeated.

Casey exhaled wearily. ‘At least make us a cup of fucking tea while we’re here then,’ he snapped, looking in Nikki’s direction. His gaze settled on her nipples. ‘You look cold,’ he said grinning, still staring at the stiffened buds. ‘It’s a pity you didn’t buy some fucking heating for this shithole.’

She got to her feet and walked towards the kitchen. As she passed, Casey slid one hand up her T-shirt, along the outside of her thigh.

She jumped away from him, turning angrily. ‘Keep your fucking hands off me,’ she snarled.

‘Leave it, Tony,’ Hamilton said quietly, looking around the room.

‘If you want any help out there, just call,’ Casey said, as Nikki  disappeared into the kitchen. ‘Are you joining us? You look like you could do with something hot inside you.’ He laughed that dry, humourless laugh once again.

‘Just leave it, eh?’ Hamilton repeated, still standing sentinel beside the television set.

‘Cracking bit of cunt that,’ Casey mused, gazing in the direction of the kitchen. ‘She’s wasted on that prick Reed.’

Hamilton didn’t answer. He was still looking around the room, making a mental inventory of everything within.

‘They’ve spent a lot of money,’ he said, digging his hands into the pockets of his jacket.

His right hand brushed the hilt of the flick knife.




 10.17 A.M.

She felt his tongue flicking gently across the lobe of her left ear, felt him take that fleshy nub between his teeth and gnaw so gently.

Roma Todd moaned softly as he moved slowly to her neck, nipping and nibbling the skin with incredible gentleness. He paused to kiss her, their tongues entwining briefly before he licked across her moist lips then kissed his way down to her breasts.

He stroked first one then the other with practised hands while his tongue played over each nipple in turn, wetting the swollen buds. He drew them between his teeth and she shuddered at the renewed pleasure, gasping as she felt his tongue glide down her flat belly towards her pubic mound.

She opened her legs wider, encouraging him to explore the moist wetness that awaited him. Roma opened her eyes briefly and looked down at him as his head moved gently between her thighs, his tongue and fingers gliding over her clitoris. He pushed one, then two fingers half an inch inside her, and she arched her back off the bed, pushing her pelvis towards his face, desperate for the pleasure to increase.

When he knelt between her thighs, looking down at her flushed body, she sighed, her gaze straying to his erection. Then he took his weight on his hands and gently brushed the tip of his penis against her slippery cleft.

She nodded and raised herself up to kiss him, again thrusting her pelvis towards him, trying to force him to slip his stiffness into her but he resisted, allowing just the tip of his organ to penetrate her sex.

Roma reached down and tried to grip his manhood but again he withdrew, allowing her to close her fist around it instead as she sat up. She moved her hand slowly up and down his shaft as they kissed and she could hear his breathing becoming more ragged. She knew that he needed release as badly as she did. And now it was he who let out a gasp as she gently squeezed, watching as the thick veins throbbed beneath her slender fingers. She raked his testicles gently with her nails and felt them contract.

She smiled at him, her hair damp with perspiration. Droplets of moisture ran between her breasts and, as she released his penis and turned away from him, he saw more glistening between her shoulder blades.

Roma arched her back and felt him move behind her, felt the glorious pleasure as he slid slowly into her. She gripped the sheets more tightly as he began to move gently backwards and forwards inside her, one hand holding her hip, the other gliding softly down the curve of her spine. He collected some of her perspiration on the pad of one of his index fingers and offered it to her. She drew the tip of the digit into her mouth with the relish of a suckling baby, her eyes now closed again as the pleasure mounted. He gripped her hips with both hands, his pace increasing as he drew nearer to his own climax.

She thrust back against his every movement, her body shuddering when she felt one of his hands slide to the wetness between her legs. He stroked her clitoris expertly as he moved inside her and the combined attention pushed her to the release she sought.

Roma arched her back once more, then, with a series of low whimpers, she surrendered herself to this ultimate pleasure. Her whole body shook as the orgasm surged through her. As the sensations began to lessen she was aware of his liquid release deep inside her and that new feeling brought fresh pleasure.

She felt him pull free of her, was aware of him lying down beside her but she remained on all fours, feeling some of his sticky warmth dribbling from between her legs. Roma slowly  lowered herself down, rolling over on to her back, her chest heaving as she sucked in deep lungfuls of air.

Michael Harper kissed her tenderly on the lips and brushed a stray hair from her face.

Roma, her breath still coming in gasps, regarded him evenly. ‘What are you smiling at?’ she wanted to know.

Harper shrugged. ‘I was just wondering if this constitutes a breach of ethics,’ he said. ‘A lecturer sleeping with one of her students.’

‘Who cares?’ she said flatly.




 10.49 A.M.

All three of them heard the key in the lock.

Nikki Reed got to her feet, looking anxiously towards the sound, but Luke Hamilton shook his head and gestured for her to sit once more.

She did so, aware of Casey’s unceasing gaze on her.

The door of the living room opened and Jeff Reed walked in. He froze as he saw Hamilton and Casey, thought for one brief second about turning and running back out of the house then merely pushed the door closed behind him. He looked across at Nikki who was still clad only in her T-shirt.

‘All right?’ said Reed, as nonchalantly as possible, looking first at his wife then at Hamilton and Casey.

‘Where the fuck have you been?’ Casey wanted to know.

‘I had some stuff to do,’ Reed said vaguely.

‘Where? At Ladbrokes?’ Hamilton chided.

Reed crossed to his wife and sat down beside her. ‘What do you want?’ he asked the two men.

‘Fuck off, you know what we want,’ hissed Casey getting to his feet.

‘We . . . I haven’t got it yet,’ Reed stammered.

‘You’re two months behind with your fucking payments,’ Casey snarled.

‘We’ll get the money,’ Reed insisted.

‘What, if the long shot in the 3.15 at Cheltenham comes in?’ Hamilton said.

‘We’ll get it,’ Reed insisted.

‘You should have had it two months ago,’ Hamilton persisted.

‘Try putting your missus on the street,’ said Casey. ‘You’d have the cash in no time.’

‘Fuck you,’ hissed Nikki.

‘Anytime,’ Casey smiled.

‘Look, we’ll get the money, right,’ Reed protested. ‘We just need more time.’

‘You haven’t got any more fucking time,’ Hamilton assured him. ‘Max isn’t a patient man. You should know that, you’ve borrowed off him before. You knew how much you had to pay back and you knew when you had to have it.’

‘Look at all this shit,’ said Casey, jabbing an accusatory finger at the DVD, the sound system and the PS2. ‘You used the money to buy this, didn’t you?’

Nikki held her husband’s hand more tightly.

‘You should have used it to do something with this fucking dump,’ Casey continued.

‘Listen, I swear I’ll have some of the money by the end of the week,’ Reed protested.

‘No, not some of it, all of it,’ Hamilton insisted. ‘This is your last chance. I swear to Christ, if Max hasn’t got his cash by the end of the week, you’ll be pissing into a bag for the rest of your life. Both of you.’

He stepped forward and pulled the flick knife from his pocket. The swish click of the blade sounded deafening within the confines of the room.

Reed saw it and realised what was going to happen, but Hamilton moved with such speed that his victim was powerless to prevent his actions.

The blade caught Reed across the right cheek, hacking easily through flesh from the base of his ear to his nostril.

Nikki screamed as Reed clapped a hand to his face, blood streaming through his fingers.

‘Get the money,’ Hamilton said, cleaning the blade with a tissue and dropping the bloodied rag on the floor.

Casey grabbed Nikki and dragged her upright, pulling her  close to him. ‘We’ll cut you too,’ he said softly, his forehead practically pressed to hers. ‘I’ll slice you a new cunt. But first, I’ll make use of the one you’ve already got.’ He shoved her violently away from him. She sprawled on the sofa for a moment then dropped, sobbing, to her knees beside her husband, who was still trying to staunch the flow of blood from his gashed cheek.

‘Of course, there is one way of buying yourselves a bit of time,’ Hamilton said, almost as an afterthought. He looked directly at Nikki. ‘Max has always had a bit of a soft spot for you, darling. Perhaps you should go and see him.’ He winked.

‘Fuck off,’ Nikki snarled.

‘Just a thought,’ Hamilton said, turning to leave. ‘See you at the end of the week.’

He stepped through the door, followed by Casey who turned and smiled at the distraught couple.

‘Take care,’ he grinned.

They both heard the front door slam shut.




 11.06 A.M.

‘We should go to the hospital, Jeff.’

Nikki Reed winced as she looked more closely at the gash across her husband’s cheek.

Reed peered at the cut in the bathroom mirror and shook his head. ‘No, it doesn’t need stitches. I’ll be OK,’ he said, trying to convince himself as much as Nikki.

She dampened some cotton wool with Dettol and pressed it gently to the wound.

Reed hissed in pain as she cleaned it, wiping away the blood that had now dried dark brown around the cut. He pressed his tongue carefully against the inside of his lip, fearing for a moment, that the rent would open and his tongue would burst through the laceration. It didn’t.

‘If he’d wanted to cut me deeper, he would have,’ Reed said, wincing again as Nikki cleaned more congealed blood from his cheek.

‘And next time he will. We’ve got to get away from here, Jeff.’

‘And where are we going to go, Nik?’

‘Just away. Another town. We could go to London.’

‘And live on what? How the fuck are we supposed to survive with no money? That’s why we’re in this mess now, because we’ve got no fucking money.’

‘Because we owe a loan shark, you mean.’

‘And why do we owe it? Because we blew what we borrowed on shit.’

He exhaled deeply and sat down on the edge of the bath. ‘Look at us, Nik. We’re in our late twenties. We live in a council  house and can’t afford the rent. Neither of us have got jobs. We’ve both got form. The only fucking income we’ve got is from the dole. We haven’t had much of a past, and we sure as fuck haven’t got a future. Not if Max Tate’s got anything to do with it.’

‘Answer me one question,’ Nikki said quietly. ‘Did you blow the money we borrowed on the horses?’

‘Horses. Dogs. Does it make a difference?’

‘All I ever wanted when I was little was a nice house and some money. I didn’t want to struggle like my mum and dad and everyone else on this estate. I wanted a decent standard of living. I’m sick of opening the paper every day and seeing celebrities showing off how much fucking money they’ve got. Why can’t  we have some of that, Jeff? Why can’t we have a bit of good luck for a change?’

She opened the medicine cabinet over the sink and took out a large plaster. ‘How are we going to get that money before the end of the week?’ she wanted to know, peeling it open.

Reed could only shake his head.

‘Keep still,’ Nikki told him, pressing the plaster gently into place over the cut.

He touched the Elastoplast with his fingertips. ‘Would your brother help us?’ he wanted to know. ‘He always seems to have money.’

‘I can ring him,’ Nikki said.

‘I don’t know what else we can do.’ Reed sighed. ‘Go back to nicking? Neither of us were very good at that, were we? We both got caught.’ He attempted a smile.

She leaned forward and kissed him tenderly on the lips.

‘I could go and see Max Tate,’ she said softly. ‘Like Hamilton said.’

‘And do what? Plead with him?’

‘I could . . .’ She stopped as if finishing the sentence was abhorrent.

‘No fucking way,’ Reed snapped, as if he knew what she was  thinking. ‘I’d let them kill me before I let that bastard touch  you.’ He got angrily to his feet. ‘Anyway, do you think that Tate would be satisfied with just once?’

‘If it gets him off our backs, even for a couple more weeks—’

‘No,’ he cried, cutting her short. ‘We’ll get the money. He’s not putting his fucking hands anywhere near you while I’m still breathing. Ring your brother. Do it now.’

‘And what if he can’t help us?’ Nikki wanted to know.

Reed didn’t answer.




 11.24 A.M.

When Roma Todd and Michael Harper stepped beneath the cleansing jets of the shower, she coaxed him back to stiffness and took him in her mouth.

Afterwards, she rested her back against the tiles and hooked one leg around the small of his back as he penetrated her. After he had filled her with his fluid once again she had washed slowly, running soapy hands over her body while he left the shower and made tea.

She finally wandered into the small kitchen wrapped in his bathrobe, her damp hair cascading over her shoulders.

They sat on opposite sides of the table, Harper wearing just his jeans.

Roma studied the contours of his body as she sipped her drink. At twenty-two, there were thirteen years between them. The attraction was a purely physical one. Neither of them was deluded enough to imagine otherwise.

‘You should think about decorating,’ she said smiling. ‘I know it’s only temporary but . . .’ She let the sentence trail off.

‘All the student flats look the same around here,’ he told her. ‘Well, the ones I lease do anyway.’

‘Your little empire is still flourishing then?’ She smiled.

‘If anyone wants a place to rent, they come and see me.’

Her smile faded slightly. ‘Mike, do any of your friends know about us?’

‘What do you mean? Have I been bragging about fucking one of my lecturers? Give me some credit, Roma. Your husband doesn’t know, does he?’

‘What do you think?’

There was a long silence.

‘Why are you doing this?’ Harper asked.

‘Does there have to be a reason? Other than the most obvious one that I enjoy it.’

‘You’ve got more to lose than I have. You’ve got a family. A kid. A rich husband. A good job. If anyone found out about us, you’d be in more trouble than me.’

‘Then we’d better make sure no one finds out, hadn’t we?’

She sipped her tea.

‘I don’t come here for intellectual conversation, Mike,’ she told him.

‘Thanks,’ he said indignantly.

‘You know what I mean. And don’t tell me you’re not getting a kick out of knowing you’re having sex with one of your lecturers.’

‘Well, it does add a certain frisson to lessons,’ he chuckled. ‘Let’s say I’d be the subject of envious looks if the others knew what we get up to. I’m not the only one who thinks you’re sexy, Roma. Most of the guys you lecture would fuck you if they got the chance.’
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