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			Day One


		


	

		

			Chapter 1


			He didn’t want to move, but he knew he had to. He had come too far, risked too much, to back out now. Steeling himself, he crept forward, his eyes scanning the gloomy yard. If there was any movement, any possibility of being detected, then he would turn and run without a second thought. But there was nothing, no sign of life at all, so he pressed on.


			The Portakabin lay directly in front of him, lonely and isolated in the darkness. A dull glow crept from beneath the blinds, the sole indication that it was inhabited. Anyone stumbling upon this yard might easily have missed the anomaly – this was a place where things came to rot and die; a dumping ground for abandoned cars and household junk. Curiosity was not encouraged, the entrance gates were chained and, though he had snapped the padlock easily, he was sure no one else had been tempted to try. You wouldn’t set foot in this place unless you had to, nor would you assume that a treasure trove of secrets lay just beyond the stained door of the Portakabin.


			The ground was littered with rusting exhaust pipes, empty packing cases and abandoned white goods. It would be easy to kick something in the darkness, alerting his victim, so he moved forward carefully, teasing his way through the detritus. In the distance, a siren wailed, startling a bird which took flight, squawking loudly, but he ignored it, grimly focused on the task in hand.


			Reaching the Portakabin, he paused, pressing himself up against its filthy carapace, craning around to peer through the window. The glass was grimy, coated in bird mess and dirt, so his view was blurred, yet he could still make out the figure inside. Overweight, sprawling, a bottle of Jack Daniel’s clamped in his hand, Declan McManus slumbered on a tired sofa. McManus looked totally out of it, utterly at peace with the world, which seemed profoundly odd given the grave danger he was in. Surely he wouldn’t have been so relaxed had he known that his hiding place had been discovered, that someone else knew his secret?


			He counted silently to ten, wanting to be sure that McManus was asleep, then quietly stepped up to the door. Still there was no sound within, so reaching out a gloved hand, he turned the handle. His heart was thumping, his hand shaking, as he teased it downwards. This was the point of maximum risk, when his approach was most likely to be detected, but the handle slid down easily. Cautiously, he eased the door open, preparing to cross the threshold. As he did so, however, the aged hinge started to protest, screaming out in alarm. Horrified, the intruder froze, uncertain what to do, then acting on instinct, he yanked the door fully open. The hinge squeaked briefly, then was silent once more. Stepping inside, he cast an anxious eye towards the sleeping man, but McManus hadn’t stirred, the near-empty bottle of bourbon having done its work.


			He closed the door, the sounds of the night suddenly dying away. Now it was just the two of them, cocooned inside this sad space. It was even more unpleasant and odorous than he’d anticipated, a fitting backdrop for the grubby individual in front of him. This was where McManus hid his spoils, conducted his business, brought young girls. He shuddered to think what had occurred within these four walls, but he was not here to dwell on past crimes, he was here to do a job. To do what was necessary. Many lives had been blighted by this man, but perhaps after tonight he would do no more harm.


			Stepping forward, he looked down at the comatose figure. Part of him still expected McManus to rear up, wrapping his sweaty palms around his neck … but he lay still, undisturbed and unsuspecting. There was nothing stopping him, no imminent danger, no chance of detection. This was it.


			It was time to kill.


		


	

		

			Chapter 2


			The pale face stared up at her, tranquil but lifeless. Detective Inspector Helen Grace had encountered many bodies in Jim Grieves’s mortuary, but this one brought a lump to her throat. They always did when they were young.


			The girl lying half hidden beneath the crisp white sheet was only sixteen years old. Eve Sutcliffe, a gifted student at the prestigious Milton Downs Ladies’ Academy, still awaiting the results of her GCSEs. Long auburn hair framed a pretty face still touched by teenage hormones, a cluster of spots decorating her left cheek. The beauty in her features, the serenity of her expression, however, hid the brutality of her murder.


			‘Blunt force trauma,’ Jim Grieves growled. ‘From the shape and size of the impact wound, I’d say we’re talking about a hammer. Was anything recovered from the scene?’


			Shaking her head, Helen leaned forward as Jim Grieves turned the deceased to reveal a bloody mess at the back of her skull. The young girl’s half-naked body had been found in bushes in Lakeside Country Park five days ago. No weapon had been discovered, no witnesses unearthed, nor did they have any offenders under consideration. Helen had been hoping Jim Grieves would give her something to work with, but he quickly put paid to that notion.


			‘Not much more to tell you, I’m afraid. She was struck eight, possibly nine times, with considerable force, fracturing her skull and leading to massive internal bleeding. She probably wouldn’t have been conscious after the second blow, but even so …’


			‘Any hairs? Sweat? Blood?’


			Grieves shook his head.


			‘Nothing under her fingernails, no sign of a struggle. I imagine that she was approached from behind and subdued before she had a chance to fight back.’


			‘What about semen? On the body, on the clothes?’


			‘You’ll have to ask Meredith about her clothes, but there’s nothing on or in the body; in fact, there’s no sign of sexual assault per se, no scratching or bruising around the genitals. She was sexually active, but not in the days, possibly weeks, leading up to her death.’


			Already Helen’s mind was turning. Was there a boyfriend on the scene? Someone she’d recently broken up with? Someone who felt angry and spurned? Or was this a random act of violence, a young girl falling victim to a vicious, sexually motivated stranger?


			‘So, her attacker was intent on assaulting her, but lost his nerve? Got frightened off?’


			‘You tell me, you’re the detective,’ Grieves fired back, with grim relish.


			Helen took the hit, privately acknowledging that the title had never felt more like a millstone. So much bloodshed, so much heartache of late, yet so little to go on. Recently, Helen had felt like she was swimming with one hand tied behind her back, drowning in a rising tide of violence and brutality.


			‘I’ve got a couple more bits and pieces to do,’ Grieves continued, in conciliatory mode, ‘and if I find anything significant, I’ll let you know. I just wanted to give you my initial findings.’


			‘Thanks, Jim. I appreciate it.’


			And she did. But it didn’t help her. The memories of Eve’s devastated parents – their desolation, their agony – were still fresh in Helen’s mind. It was a case that demanded to be solved, not just for Eve’s sake, but for others who might yet be in danger from this violent offender, but so far they had nothing. Staring down at the girl’s innocent face, Helen was filled with guilt and sadness – for the loss of all that Eve might have been, all she might have become.


			For a young life brutally snuffed out.


		


	

		

			Chapter 3


			The lighter sparked in his hand, then died. He wanted to scream, to spew out his rage and anxiety, but there was no question of that – his victim lay only a few yards from him, docile but dangerous. If McManus awoke now, if he took the fight to his assailant, there would only be one winner.


			He tried again, the lighter clicking out its quiet, hopeless rhythm. Still it didn’t catch, remaining lifeless in his hand. It made no sense, he’d only bought it yesterday – it was full of fuel. He’d used it on the way here, one last cigarette, and it had worked perfectly. So what was the problem now? Yes, his hand was shaking, but surely not enough to disable the device?


			He tried again, aggressively, persistently. It sparked, more encouragingly this time, but the flame burnt only briefly before going out. And now McManus stirred, snorting and rubbing his nose, disturbed by the click, click, click of the lighter. He was moving, shifting his substantial weight on the tired faux-leather sofa, which squeaked loudly in response, disturbing him still further. A frown, a cough and then he dropped the bottle of bourbon, which landed on the floor with a heavy thunk. Now his body shivered, as if juddering back into consciousness. There was no doubt about it – he was about to wake up.


			Trying to calm himself, the intruder stared at the lighter, willing it to work. He pressed the small metal wheel and pushed down hard. Once, twice, three times and now – miraculously – a flame sprang up. A strong, steady flame. His breath hissed from him, tension flooding from his body, and he didn’t hesitate, raising the flame to the milk bottle he was clutching in his left hand. The dirty rag hung, moist and heavy, in the bottle’s mouth, asking to be ignited. Carefully holding it to the flame, he watched with excitement as the homemade fuse took. Now the fire was working its way up the primed rag towards the petrol inside.


			Taking a step back, he looked down at the man in front of him. His eyelids were flickering, he was only moments from consciousness, so, raising his arm, he hurled the bottle down. Smashing on the hard floor, it exploded into flame, greedily latching on to the spilt whisky, the aged sofa, the man’s clothes. The ferocity, the heat, was far greater than his attacker had expected and he stumbled backwards, away from the conflagration, suddenly fearful for his own safety.


			Retreating, he grasped the door handle gratefully, yanking it open. He was about to run through the open doorway – run away as fast he could – but now something, some semblance of calm, some fragment of his planning – made him pause. Refusing to look backwards at the scene of horror, he gathered himself, reaching down to pull the key from the lock. Then, moving swiftly and silently, he stepped out of the Portakabin, shutting the door behind him and turning the key in the lock.


			Stepping out into the cool night air, he hurried down the stairs, desperate to be away from this awful place. But even as he did so, a sound from within the burning cabin stopped him dead in his tracks.


			A single, agonized scream.


		


	

		

			Chapter 4


			He hurried down the alleyway, eagerly searching for his prize. A sharp-eyed constable had spotted it half an hour earlier and Detective Sergeant Joseph Hudson had wasted no time in responding. Running to the bike park, he’d raced across town, determined to have something to show for the day.


			The officer now came into view, standing guard over the abandoned BMW. Hudson was convinced the stolen car would’ve been stripped, then dumped, and his instinct had been proved right. Here was the prestige vehicle he’d been seeking, the proud status symbol that someone had been prepared to kill for.


			‘I haven’t touched it,’ the constable ventured quickly, as Hudson approached. ‘I just clocked the number plate and called it in.’


			‘Thank you, Constable …?’


			‘Atkins, sir.’


			‘Well done, Atkins,’ Hudson responded, giving him a hearty slap on the shoulder. ‘Good work, but I can take it from here …’


			The constable nodded, pleased with the compliment, then headed off. Hudson watched him go, gratified to have cultivated another foot soldier, then turned his attention to the abandoned vehicle.


			Unsurprisingly, it wasn’t locked. In fact, it wasn’t even secured, the driver’s door hanging ajar. Donning a pair of gloves, Hudson teased it open, crouching down to peer inside. It was a BMW 5 Series, four years old, but top of the range and, before it had been stolen, it would’ve had a state-of-the-art entertainment and navigation system to compliment the hand-stitched leather interior. Now, however, it was a mess. From the outside, with its striking, metallic paint and tinted windows, it still looked impressive, but the view from the inside was very different. It had been cannibalized – the screen ripped out to leave hanging wires, the main armrest removed, even the chrome handles had been lifted. He was surprised to see the leather seats still in place, but perhaps the thief was an amateur, keen to make a quick buck. If so, he hoped he’d got a good price. The cost had been high and the reckoning would be severe.


			Hudson’s eyes were now drawn to the dark stains in the driver’s footwell, then to the rust-coloured smears on the window next to it. Up until ten days ago, this prestige vehicle had belonged to Alison Burris, an administrative manager at Southampton’s Children’s Hospital. It had been an extravagant anniversary present from her besotted husband and it was her pride and joy. She always parked it in a discreet car park, a couple of blocks from the hospital, and it was there that she was targeted one Wednesday night, shortly after midnight.


			It was perhaps foolish of her to be alone in the car park so late, but still she should have had every reason to feel safe. As it was, she was set upon by a car jacker as she attempted to drive home. A struggle ensued – her clothing was torn, a clump of hair ripped out – as Burris battled to fight off the thief. It had proved a bad call, the young professional stabbed twice in the heart, before her attacker made off with her vehicle.


			Alison Burris was found by a businessman just after midnight, but by then she was long dead. Hudson was the SIO on the scene and was quick to put the pieces together. There had been a spate of luxury car thefts in Southampton of late, another front in their battle against rising crime in the city, though few of them had been as violent as this one. As Hudson had crouched down over the poor woman’s body, his eyes had been drawn to the narrow, cylindrical wounds in her flesh. He was still waiting on the post-mortem – Jim Grieves had a backlog of bodies – but Hudson had a pretty good idea of what killed Burris. She had been felled by a sharpened screwdriver, rammed into her heart at close quarters. It was a sickening way to die and for what? There was a thriving market for black-market car parts in Southampton, had been ever since the post-Covid downturn, but even so, what would the thief have got for the parts he lifted? Five thousand pounds? Six? It seemed a paltry payback, but in these troubled times perhaps it was about right. Looking down at the brutalized interior of the car, the blood smears on the window, Hudson reflected that of late one thing had become abundantly clear.


			Life was cheap.


		


	

		

			Chapter 5


			His eyes were glued to the Portakabin, transfixed by the sight in front of him. Through the thin blinds, he could make out the flames reaching for the ceiling, desperate to satiate their appetite for destruction. And even above the crackling of timber, chipboard and plastic, he could hear the screaming.


			He had never heard a man shriek before. In his line of work, it was not something you came across. And he’d certainly never heard a man shriek like that. It didn’t sound human – it was so shrill, so insistent, dragged from the pit of his stomach. It was at once terrible and wonderful.


			He would be the sole witness to McManus’s last moments, the extinguishing of a life. Yes, he should have left immediately, sneaking through the gates and disappearing into the night – that would have been the sensible thing to do. But he had to stay, to see that the job was done. There was too much riding on this to leave anything to chance. So he stood his ground, positioned at the far corner of the yard, watching and waiting for the screams to cease, for the Portakabin to collapse in on itself, for the flames to leap up into the night sky.


			As soon as they did so, he’d be off. As soon as he could be sure, he would put as much distance between himself and this awful place as possible. And then he would celebrate, happy that his nerve had held, that he’d been capable of doing what was necessary. He might regret it at some point in the future, but not yet. For now he would simply reflect on a job well done.


			Dragging his eyes away from the scene, he glanced at his watch. The pristine Omega showed him it was just before eleven – there was plenty of time to get where he needed to be without arousing suspicion. Such was the virtue of having a plan, of taking suitable precautions, of doing something right—


			A loud noise made him look up. There it was again – a heavy, repetitive banging. And now he became aware of something else – the Portakabin seemed to be shaking. What the hell was going on? Was the fabric of the tired office finally cracking, splintering under the vicious assault of the flames? Then, suddenly and unexpectedly, he had his answer, the locked door bursting open, the unmistakable form of Declan McManus crashing out onto the scrubby ground below.


			For a moment, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He’d never expected his victim to survive the initial assault of the flames, let alone have strength enough to break out of the Portakabin. But there he lay on the ground, his clothes still burning, large as life. Immediately, the attacker’s eyes fell on a discarded tool, a rusting wrench that lay next to the shell of a Ford Mondeo. Should he pick it up? Rush over and cave the injured man’s head in? He reached towards it, but his attention was now drawn back to his victim. And what he saw chilled his blood.


			McManus had risen to his feet. He was stumbling, raging, screaming, but he was upright. Even now he was blundering forward, bumping into old chassis, clinging on to packing cases. As he did so, zigzagging from obstacle to obstacle, he left a flaming trail in his wake, the discarded boxes and packing paper catching light as he passed. It was a bewildering, horrifying procession, but surely it would be short-lived? The man was on fire, for God’s sake, surely he would succumb to his injuries soon … but on he went, staggering away from the Portakabin, searching for salvation.


			He watched on, horrified, transfixed, but worse was to follow. McManus had been stumbling towards the main gates, but now suddenly changed direction. Even in his agony, the flaming man had been casting around for help, any means of saving his skin and now he’d spotted him, standing across the yard in the shadows, passively watching his torment. Now McManus was making directly for him, speeding up as he did so, lurching towards his potential rescuer.


			The man’s eyes widened, even as vomit crept up his throat. Never in his worst nightmares had he imagined something like this. McManus continued to gain momentum, barrelling towards him, his flaming arms reaching out, even as the fire continued to consume his hair, his limbs, his skin. He knew he should turn and run, flee a man whom he had badly underestimated, yet for some reason his feet remained rooted to the spot. McManus was only twenty feet from him, now fifteen, now ten. Any minute now, he would throw himself upon his attacker, locking him in an agonizing embrace. So why wouldn’t his feet obey him? Why did he continue to stand there, waiting patiently for oblivion?


			He felt tears prick his eyes and he clamped them shut, bracing himself for the impact. Then he felt a rush of air, followed by a hefty thud and, opening his eyes a fraction, he saw that the portly aggressor had suddenly collapsed, falling in a crumpled heap by his feet. Relief now flooded through him, a high-pitched laugh exploding from his lungs, as he stared down at the twitching man. He couldn’t believe it – McManus had made it all the way across the yard, only to fall just short of him.


			It scarcely seemed believable, but the burning trail of destruction in the yard was testament to his amazing progress. And even now as he looked at his wake, drinking in the blazing boxes and packing cases, he saw the Portakabin roof collapse, sending a great shower of sparks up into the air.


			The alarm would soon be raised. The whole yard was catching alight, thin trails of smoke climbing up into the sky. It was no time to linger, so turning on his heel, he made for a sizeable tear in the chain-link fence, squeezing through it and hurrying away.


		


	

		

			Chapter 6


			She wrenched open the door and pushed inside. The incident room was deserted, which was how Helen wanted it. She needed time to gather her thoughts, following her trip to the mortuary.


			Crossing the room, she headed not for her office, but to the murder board. Here, pictures of victims and suspects were displayed for analysis, surrounded by a spaghetti of supposition – marker pen lines linking individuals, leads and theories. Usually the sight excited her – as the board filled up, the different jigsaw pieces of the truth inexorably came together – but tonight it left her feeling like she’d been slapped.


			Southampton was a vibrant city, with its fair share of crime, so it was customary to have two or three serious investigations on the go. Currently they had four – four murders that they had made no tangible progress on. A fatal mugging in Ocean Village three weeks back, an aggravated burglary in Upper Shirley shortly after that, a carjacking in the city centre and, of course, the recent murder of Eve Sutcliffe. All these cases had made headlines in different ways – the mugging victim was a mother of two, the middle-aged man who’d tackled an intruder was a self-made millionaire, the carjack victim was a young NHS manager and as for Eve … well, she was a ‘gift’ for tabloid hacks and vampires like Emilia Garanita, the local journalist who used her newspaper columns to dwell on Eve’s beauty, her talent, her tender age. With each new case, with each new banner headline, the pressure ratcheted up a notch, placing Helen and the team under severe scrutiny.


			The unit’s murder board had never been so full, yet so empty – a point Chief Superintendent Alan Peters had made forcibly on his recent visit to the incident room. Helen couldn’t remember a time when the city had felt so febrile, so dangerous, and it wasn’t hard to figure out why – numerous local businesses having gone to the wall since Covid. Unemployment had spiked, as had divorce, domestic violence, child abuse and countless other serious offences. There was a general sense of fear, anger, even desperation in the city, but it was the recent spate of murders that brought the situation home most starkly.


			The mugging, the burglary, the carjacking – these were economic crimes, laced with violence, perpetrated by those who thought there was more money to be made in the shadows, on the black market, than in the regular working world. Even the attack on Eve Sutcliffe was a testament to the profound legacy of the downturn, sexual crimes and crimes against women having also sky rocketed – powerless, desperate individuals taking out their fury, resentment and despair on the vulnerable.


			‘Not a pretty sight, is it?’


			Helen turned, her body tensing. Joseph Hudson had slipped into the room without her noticing and was standing close by.


			‘I’m sorry?’ Helen queried, annoyed.


			Hudson held Helen’s gaze for a moment, enjoying her discomfort, then shifted his attention to the varied photos on the murder board.


			‘All that pain, all that suffering. And for what? A few pounds in the pocket, a fleeting moment of pleasure …’ He shook his head ruefully, but there was a ghost of a smile on his lips. ‘It’s like the old rules don’t apply any more,’ he continued. ‘Decency, respect, humanity. It’s a dog-eat-dog world out there now. Every man – or woman – for themselves.’


			Hudson wasn’t looking at her, but Helen could hardly miss his point. Several months ago, Helen had called time on their relationship, intimating that it might be a good idea if Hudson moved on from Southampton Central. Her former lover had taken this suggestion very badly, making it clear on a number of occasions since that he had no intention of going anywhere.


			‘Did you have anything to report, DS Hudson?’ Helen countered. ‘Or have you just come here—’


			‘We found Alison Burris’s BMW,’ Hudson interrupted, crossing to the murder board. ‘In an alleyway just off St Mary’s. Stolen, stripped and dumped, just as I said it would be. I’ve asked forensics to take a look at it for us.’


			Picking up the marker pen, Hudson wrote the details on the board, linking this development via a crisp line to the photo of the unfortunate Burris.


			‘Least one of us is making progress, eh?’


			Replacing the pen, he smiled broadly at Helen, then headed for the door.


			‘Don’t stay too late, Helen. All work and no play …’


			Helen watched Hudson go, desperately fighting the urge to tear a strip off him. In normal circumstances, she would have reprimanded him there and then, but these weren’t normal circumstances. DS Charlie Brooks was still on maternity leave, meaning that Joseph Hudson was her only remaining senior officer. Given the situation, given the crime wave that was now engulfing the city, Helen had to rely on him, even though she was becoming increasingly troubled by his ‘contribution’. He was frequently insubordinate, even hostile – something she feared the rest of the team had picked up on – and, worse, seemed to be actively enjoying her predicament.


			Of late she’d even begun to wonder if Hudson was actively working against her, enjoying the empty murder boards, the nasty headlines, the growing pressure. It seemed a crazy idea, her own DS torpedoing their investigations out of spite, but it was a notion she couldn’t shake. In her darker moments, she even began to wonder whether Hudson might be conspiring with Emilia Garanita – the thorny reporter appearing extremely well informed of late.


			The truth was that Helen had never felt so isolated and exposed. Each new day seemed to bring fresh problems rather than answers. The team were looking to her for inspiration, for leadership, but for the first time she felt uncertain as to what to do. Nothing seemed to be working, the tried and tested tenets of modern policing coming up short, as her overstretched team battled a growing lawlessness in the city.


			As ever, when Helen stood in front of the murder boards, she yearned to see patterns, clues, lines of enquiry, to divine a clear route to justice. But tonight, as she gazed at the empty space in front of her, she saw only the faces of the dead staring back.


		


	

		

			Chapter 7


			She pulled the scarf over her mouth and nose, then tugged hard on the drawstring of her hoodie. Carefully, she ran her fingers around the edge of the fabric, checking that her disguise was securely in place, then, satisfied that even her own mother wouldn’t recognize her, she emerged from the shadows.


			She had been skulking in the basement stairwell for nearly two hours, waiting for the right moment to break cover. Several times she’d ventured up to the street level, but each time something had given her pause – the bark of a dog, a door slamming, and, most alarmingly of all, a couple wandering by. They had been happy – drunk, laughing, amorous – but their sudden appearance had set her heart racing.


			Fortunately, the danger had passed, the couple walking on, oblivious, but she didn’t want to push her luck by outstaying her welcome. Nervously checking that the coast was clear, she stepped out onto the pavement and, keeping low, scurried across the road, concealing herself between parked cars on the other side. Here again she hesitated, convinced something was about to go wrong – a nosey neighbour spotting her, a beat copper passing by – but Ashley Road was as quiet as the grave.


			She looked at her watch – half midnight – then fixed her gaze on the house in front of her. Her attention had been glued to Number 21 since she’d arrived, watching the comings and goings inside – figures flitting behind the drawn curtains, lights turning on and off, before, finally, the house settled into contented darkness. There had been no movement, no signs of life, for over three quarters of an hour now. With luck, the inhabitants were slumbering peacefully, unaware of the vitriol and hatred that lurked outside.


			Another quick check, scanning the upper windows of the neighbouring houses, then the figure emerged from behind the parked car, cresting the pavement and hurrying up the steps to the front door. Lilah and Martin Hill didn’t have a dog, an alarm, or any security cameras, but even so, this was still a very dangerous moment. Given everything that had happened recently, who was to say that they wouldn’t be on their guard? That the door wouldn’t suddenly spring open? That she wouldn’t be caught red-handed?


			But there was no movement inside, no sound anywhere, so reaching into her pocket, she pulled out the aerosol can. Shaking it, she held it up to the door and pressed down hard. Immediately, a jet of black paint spewed forth, spoiling the fashionably grey door. The eruption made her start, but gathering herself, she pressed on, sketching out the first line. It was hardly a polished effort, looking uneven and irregular, but it was at least clear, so she continued, carving out the second line with one vicious sweep of her arm.


			Now she was getting the hang of it, gaining confidence with each passing second, moving swiftly and smoothly. She was reaching the end of the door, so aimed the paint onto the white wall, then onto the living-room window, sketching out the vile symbol deftly. The design was nearly complete now, so doubling back once more, she concluded her handiwork with a grim flourish.


			The whole operation had taken no more than a minute, but still she stood breathless in front of her handiwork, the adrenaline coursing through her. She’d achieved what she came to do, defacing the pretty terraced house, but could she get away without being spotted, or worse, challenged? Replacing the aerosol in her pocket, she scuttled back down the steps and away down the street.


			


			She didn’t dare look back, couldn’t bear to see if Lilah or Martin were even now throwing open the front door and setting off in pursuit. She’d never done this kind of thing before, felt certain she would mess it up … yet each step took her closer to safety. She had put fifty yards between herself and the house already, maybe more. Even if someone did challenge her now, could they be sure that she was the culprit? Only a body search would reveal that – another good reason to dump the tell-tale aerosol as soon as possible.


			She was nearing the end of the street. Once she was back on the main street, blending in with the human traffic, she would feel better. Covering the last few feet in a matter of seconds, she swept around the corner, making one final burst for freedom. But even as she did so, an ear-splitting wail arrested her progress.


			Sirens. She could hear sirens, close by and insistent. It didn’t seem possible – how had they got here so quickly? Had someone been watching her? Hidden away behind the curtains, surreptitiously dialling the police as they took in her wanton act of vandalism? She thought she had been so careful, so cautious. Was it all going to unravel before it had even begun?


			The sirens were getting louder, but still she remained frozen on the spot. She was paralyzed by uncertainty, not knowing what to do for the best. The approaching vehicles were nearly upon her, their remorseless wail growing louder with each second. Now instinct took over and she hurled herself backwards into the shadows, shielding her face with her arm, even as a pair of fire engines raced past.


			She could have laughed out loud, if she wasn’t so scared. Panting heavily, she watched the speeding fire engines slowly grow smaller, before eventually disappearing from view altogether. Only then did she emerge from the shadows, turning on her heel and sprinting away down the street as if her life depended upon it.


		


	

		

			Chapter 8


			She padded across the smooth, wooden floor, enjoying the deathly calm of this silent space. Helen hadn’t lingered in the office following her encounter with Joseph Hudson, too aggravated and unnerved to achieve anything there. Instead, she’d hurried back to her flat.


			Joseph Hudson had spent much time here during their brief romance – in her kitchen, her living room, her bed. Relationships between police colleagues were seriously frowned upon, so they had conducted their liaison in secret, mostly within these four walls. Hudson’s imprint on her flat, and, in truth, her heart, had been minimal, however, and she’d successfully expunged any lingering trace of him, meaning her flat was still the one place where she could relax, where she could truly find some peace.


			Tonight, however, her phone started ringing almost as soon as she’d sat down on the sofa. The TV remote was still in her hand, pointing forlornly at the blank screen, but she tossed it aside, scooping up her mobile instead. To her relief, it was just her immediate boss, DCI Grace Simmons, on the other end.


			‘You’re up late, ma’am.’


			‘Can’t sleep. And you can drop the “ma’am”. It makes me feel like I’m eighty.’


			‘Sorry.’


			‘Though on present form that might be about right …’ Simmons joked breathlessly, before changing tack. ‘Anyway, how are you? I’m sorry I couldn’t make it in today, just wanted to see how you got on.’


			‘Slow but steady …’


			Helen would’ve loved to be able to give her friend and mentor better news, but there was no point offering false hope. In truth, they were no further on than they’d been this morning, but even so, Helen was glad of the call. Grace Simmons was a fitful presence at Southampton Central these days, but she remained a firm friend and ally.


			‘We’ve got so many lines running that, honestly, we’re a bit thin on the ground at the moment. I keep hoping Charlie will get bored of changing nappies and return to the fray …’


			‘I’m working on getting you some reinforcements. But you know what Peters is like, always keeping a close eye on the pennies.’


			‘We’ll be fine,’ Helen reassured her. ‘We just need to get a break, something to give us some forward momentum.’


			This was only partially true. There was much more Helen could have shared with her boss – her problems with Hudson, a growing sense of discontent within the team – but she wasn’t ready to confess these just yet.


			‘Well, you have my full confidence,’ Simmons replied warmly. ‘If anyone can do it, you can.’


			DCI Simmons rang off shortly afterwards, leaving Helen alone with her thoughts. Their brief conversation had cheered her, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to relax just yet, nagging fears and anxieties continuing to circle. Abandoning the TV, she marched into the kitchen to grab a drink of water, before heading out onto her small terrace.


			Her flat was on the top floor, commanding fine views of the city. Helen often ended her evenings here, letting the warm breeze comfort her, as she listened to the muffled sound of the shipping in the Solent. Southampton was a boisterous city, but nights like this could be very still, soothing even, a necessary tonic after a tough day’s work.


			Gripping the rail, Helen looked out over the city, eerily beautiful tonight in the glow of the full moon. The wind was strong, the hot air smothering her, and normally she would have found its warmth comforting. But tonight the breeze carried a disturbing note in her direction, the sound of sirens. Listening intently, Helen oriented herself, turning slowly in the direction of the sound. And now she saw it. Not as she’d expected, a collection of flashing lights speeding through the streets, but something much more alarming. For even at this late hour, in the silvery half-light, Helen could make it out – a huge plume of smoke rising up into the night sky.


		


	

		

			Day Two


		


	

		

			Chapter 9


			The morning sunlight streamed through the windows, illuminating the kitchen. The Miele appliances glistened, the quartz worktop sparkled, even the Quooker was getting in on the act, winking sunbeams around the spacious room. It was an impressive sight – a bright, welcoming modernization of an attractive period kitchen – but generally this vista depressed Robert Downing, especially when it was so devoid of life.


			Previously, it had been the heart of the family, Alexia, he and the boys spending many happy hours together, making pancakes, throwing soap bubbles, tucking into a Sunday roast. Then the marriage had foundered, with the result that it was usually just him and the boys, and occasionally, as today, just him, the twins having spent last night with their mother. Usually this isolation put Robert in a funk, gripped by a low-level feeling of anger and dissatisfaction, which often lasted the whole day. Today it seemed worse still, as if the opulent, echoing room was a vision of the future, a snapshot of what his life might be like if he came off second best in their forthcoming custody hearing. It didn’t bear thinking about – the serenity, the silence in the large room, was crushing.


			Plonking the coffee pot on the hob, Robert fired up the burner, then angled a look at his watch before flicking on the radio, keen to distract himself from these negative thoughts. It still seemed impossible that his life had unravelled so quickly, so completely. Often, he couldn’t help himself, poring over the details, the cracks he should have seen, the things that had gone unsaid. Yes, he’d had his suspicions that Alexia wasn’t happy, but he’d never have guessed that she would seek affection elsewhere and that before long that bastard Graham would be playing daddy to his boys. Even now the thought made him seethe …


			In a flash, Robert had gone from being the thrusting, successful barrister with the glamorous wife, lovely boys and desirable home to being the lonely bachelor carving up ownership of the house and custody of the twins, even as he tried to be a good dad to two very confused boys. He was now the kind of man women took pity on, bringing food, comfort and plenty of advice on how to cope. It all seemed so wrong, yet somehow this was the bitter reality – a man alone with his thoughts, staring down the barrel.


			The coffee pot was starting to bubble, even as the local weathercaster droned on, confirming that it would be another sweltering day in the city. That was all he needed, another stultifying session in an airless court, but at least there was one small crumb of comfort today. He was picking up the boys later and bringing them home. How long he would continue to do so was in question, but he would make sure they had a great time tonight. Once they had done their homework, he would spoil them rotten – cookie dough ice cream, a family-size pack of Sours and whatever they wanted on Netflix. The thought made his heavy heart sing.


			The weather report had finished, replaced by the sombre tones of the newsreader, reminding Robert that he had to get a move on – he was due in court at ten. Scooping up his brief, he slid it into his case. Then he moved over to the worktop to grab his phone from the charger, but even as he did so, something grabbed his attention, the newscaster’s words cutting through his self-absorption.


			‘… attended a major fire in the Locks Heath area of the city.’


			He paused in his preparations.


			‘The blaze, which took hold in a scrapyard, burned for several hours, driving local residents from their homes, but is now under control. Hampshire Police have confirmed that there was one casualty, forty-two-year-old Declan McManus …’


			Robert hurried over to the radio to turn it up.


			‘He is currently being treated in the burns unit of Southampton University Hospital and though there has so far been no update on his progress, hospital staff have confirmed that his condition is critical …’


			He stood stock still, uncertain whether to be worried or pleased. He had never wished harm on anyone, but he made an exception for McManus, who was a blood-sucking parasite. And now he was on the verge of death, crippled by life-changing injuries. The reporter continued, outlining the police response and the possible theories concerning the provenance of the blaze, most of which seemed to centre on foul play. Robert remained where he was, drinking in the detail, even as the coffee pot clanked and bubbled noisily in the background, spilling its sticky, boiling contents all over the immaculate surface. He had no interest any more in this kitchen, his breakfast, or indeed the court hearing that he was due to attend. Now he had only one question on his mind.


			Would Declan McManus live or die?


		


	

		

			Chapter 10


			She took in the scene in front of her, scarcely believing what she was seeing. It was a picture of utter desolation.


			Helen had called Southampton Central as soon as she spotted the conflagration last night – the hassled desk sergeant confirming that a major fire was raging in Locks Heath. Helen’s initial hope was that the incident would be of interest purely to Hampshire Fire Service, but once the identity of the victim had been established, it immediately became clear that her team would need to investigate. Declan McManus was an ex-Met copper, drummed out of the Force following a lengthy corruption investigation, who’d now taken up residence in Southampton, working as a private detective. Helen had run into him on a couple of occasions over the past few years, but had never been sure where he operated from. Until now.


			Dispatching DS Hudson to interview McManus’s shocked girlfriend, Helen had headed to the site. The yard, which up until two years ago had been owned by a scrap-metal merchant, was littered with the wreckage of a major blaze. Picking her way through the charred detritus, her scarf over her face to shield her lungs from the acrid aroma, Helen moved cautiously towards the Portakabin, keen to see if anything had survived of what she now assumed was McManus’s nerve centre. Hovering in the doorway, however, taking in the smouldering ashes, Helen knew she was destined to be disappointed.


			‘Well, it’s not to everyone’s taste, but it’s cheap and with careful renovation …’


			Helen looked up to see their chief forensics officer, Meredith Walker, approaching. As ever, she was clad in a sterile suit, latex gloves and mask.


			‘Think we’ll be able to salvage anything?’ Helen responded, smiling.


			‘Not sure. We haven’t had a chance to conduct a fingertip search yet. But by the looks of things, nothing in this place was fire retardant …’


			Helen surveyed the burnt desk, the ravaged sofa.


			‘Any sign of any files? Computers? Hard drives?’


			‘I can’t see any evidence of a filing cabinet. Be just our bad luck if he kept his files in cardboard boxes. Computers and hard drives wouldn’t have survived a blaze of this magnitude … We can only hope that somewhere underneath all this mess there’s a safe that he kept his paperwork in …’


			Helen nodded, but knew Meredith was scrabbling to find something upbeat to offer.


			‘And are we saying the Portakabin was the seat of the fire?’ Helen replied, sniffing the air.


			‘Yes. There’s fragments of glass and a strong residual odour of petrol. I’m guessing it was arson, though I’ll have to do some more digging to be sure.’


			‘If it was,’ Helen said, taking in the blackened interior, ‘the place would have gone up like a tinderbox.’


			‘Taking Mr McManus with it.’


			Helen nodded, but said nothing. She had encountered arson attacks before and they always left her unnerved. It was such a callous, cowardly crime.


			‘What about the rest of the yard? Was that torched as the attacker left?’


			‘I don’t think so,’ Meredith replied, gesturing to Helen to follow her away from the Portakabin.


			The pair descended back to ground level, picking their way through the burnt carcasses around them.


			‘The team haven’t found any traces of petrol outside the cabin, but there are fragments of burnt clothing – burnt denim, to be precise – at several spots where the cardboard boxes and packing cases went up, sparking secondary fires.’


			‘So, presuming the arsonist wasn’t incredibly clumsy during his retreat,’ Helen added, ‘we can assume the clothing belonged to McManus.’


			‘Looks that way. The guy’s on fire, in agony, desperate. In his attempt to escape the blaze, he cannons into several obstacles …’


			‘… setting the rest of the yard on fire.’


			‘That’s more or less the face of it,’ Meredith confirmed. ‘In fact, you can get a pretty good picture of his progress by looking at the course of the fire, not to mention the scattered fragments of clothing.’


			Helen followed Meredith’s gaze, picking up the evidence markers that did seem to illuminate the injured man’s erratic progress away from the Portakabin. And even as she did so, something struck her.


			‘The main gates were open when uniform arrived, right?’ she asked, turning to Meredith once more.


			‘Yup. The padlock had been broken.’


			‘So why didn’t McManus head directly for them? That would have been his quickest route to safety, to the street …’


			Meredith followed Helen’s gaze, noting how McManus had started out towards the gate, then veered abruptly left, towards the far corner of the yard.


			‘Perhaps he lost momentum, lost focus? His injuries were pretty severe by all accounts …’


			‘Or perhaps he saw something more interesting over there …’


			Helen was already moving in the direction of the perimeter fence on the eastern edge of the yard, following McManus’s crazy dance. Soon she had reached the spot where McManus had face-planted, his clothes still alight, his life hanging by a thread. The paramedics had reported finding him face down in the dirt, unconscious, his skin blistered and raw. Given that, it seemed incredible, impossible almost, that McManus was still alive, battling for his life at Southampton University Hospital. The ex-copper was clearly a fighter, though there was no question that the outlook was uncertain for him, even if by some miracle he did manage to survive.


			Crouching down in the dirt, Helen examined the earth, mentally outlining the shape of McManus’s prostrate body.


			‘What were you after, Declan …?’


			Helen was aware that Meredith was watching her; moving forward, she examined the ground just beyond the fall site. And now she spotted something. The weather had been punishingly hot of late – a proper summer heatwave – but two nights ago there had been a vicious storm, the like of which you seldom see in the UK. Rain had lashed the city, leaving it dirty and besmirched and here in the cracked, dusty yard, residual traces of the storm remained. Just in front of McManus’s resting place, just out of reach, was a small muddy puddle, on the fringe of which was what looked like a partial footwear mark.


			‘Look here.’


			Meredith did as she was bid, crouching down to investigate.


			‘It’s a trainer of some kind, I’d guess. Size eight, size nine?’


			Already she was gesturing to a photographer to join them.


			‘You’re thinking it’s our arsonist?’


			‘Makes sense. He does the deed, retires to a safe distance to watch the blaze, then, against the odds, McManus escapes. Perhaps he makes for the gates, then changes course when he spots someone standing here. Perhaps he thinks this person’s going to help him. Or perhaps he knows that this person wants him dead and means to confront him …’


			‘He would have been quite a sight, heading towards you, his clothes on fire, his hair ablaze.’


			‘Exactly,’ Helen murmured, even now looking for signs of retreat.


			Stepping away from the puddle, Helen scanned the ground. It was harder here, the slope rising towards the perimeter fence, but even so the progress of the fleeing arsonist was obvious, the disturbed dust patterns and partial prints of that familiar trainer illuminating his escape route.


			‘Now we just need to discover how he got out …’


			Helen petered out, having already answered her own question. The footwear marks led straight to the boundary, where she spotted a tear in the chain-link fence. Soon they were both crouched down by it, scanning the torn wire, the ground beyond it, hoping for some further evidence of the arsonist’s retreat. In the event, it was Meredith who spotted it first.


			‘There.’


			Helen followed the line of her outstretched finger. At first, she couldn’t see what Meredith was trying to indicate, then, suddenly, she spotted it. Caught on the ragged edge of one of the torn wires was a single, navy-blue thread.


		


	

		

			Chapter 11


			Sandra Keaton was teetering on the edge, liable to break at any moment.


			Sucking hard on a king-size cigarette, McManus’s youthful girlfriend stared at DS Joseph Hudson, her red-rimmed eyes threatening more tears. As far as Hudson had been able to make out, her relationship with McManus had been on and off at best, but she’d nevertheless taken news of the attack on him hard, unable to rid herself of the image of her lover lighting up the night sky, his skin and hair crackling in the intense heat.


			‘So, when were you last with Declan?’ Hudson continued gently, trying to refocus the conversation.


			The young woman sniffed, wiping her nose aggressively, as she considered her answer.


			‘Couple of days ago, but he didn’t stay or nothing. He was in a right strop—’


			‘Because?’


			‘Nothing to do with me,’ she countered defensively. ‘He’d been having a few problems at work, that’s all. Comes with the territory, I guess …’


			‘What kind of problems?’


			‘Someone had been trying to get at him.’


			‘Who?’ Hudson replied, leaning forward.


			‘That was just it, he didn’t know …’


			She took another drag on her cigarette, running a hand through long, lank hair. They were an odd couple, no question; she was a good twenty years younger and considerably more attractive than McManus. She was, however, criminally lacking in confidence and might have been impressed by Declan’s past career as a police officer and the mysterious ‘glamour’ of his current incarnation as a private detective.


			‘What exactly had happened?’


			‘Nothing major. About a week ago someone tried to break into his house. He’s got a flat he rents over in Thornhill—’


			‘We know.’


			‘Well, someone tried to force the window when he was out. Made a pretty shit job of it, by all accounts – still needs replacing though …’


			She lingered on the thought, perhaps wondering if Declan would ever again be fit to supervise the repair, whether she should perhaps do something about it.


			‘What were they after?’


			‘His laptop. Keeps all his files on there.’


			‘Why are you so certain that’s what they were after?’


			‘Cos they got it two days ago.’


			‘They?’


			‘Him, She, It, whatever …’


			‘How?’


			‘Forced the boot of his car. He’d left it in there, when he came in to visit me.’


			Clearly McManus didn’t stay long with Sandra, making Hudson wonder what the exact nature of their relationship was, but he knew he couldn’t afford to get distracted.


			‘Someone stole his laptop?’


			‘All of his work, his records, gone, just like that …’ she said knowingly, as if she was contributing a major piece of the jigsaw to the case. ‘He had some paper files elsewhere, but they were mostly of old investigations.’


			‘You seem to know a lot about it.’


			‘He told me bits and bobs.’


			‘Details of his investigations?’


			‘Not names or nothing, he said that wouldn’t be “professional”.’


			She wrapped her mouth around the word, as if it was something exotic.


			‘So you had no idea who he was working for then – recently, I mean?’


			‘He took on loads of stuff, whatever paid, really. Private companies, insurance firms, individual clients, women who thought their husbands were playing away, employers who were being ripped off by their staff. He wasn’t fussy.’


			Hudson could well believe it.


			‘And Declan had no idea who might have taken the laptop?’


			‘That was just it, that’s what made him so mad. He’s made a lot of enemies over the last couple of years. People he’d showed up, whose businesses he’d threatened, who he’d got arrested, even. Truth is, there’s a dozen or more people who would willingly have attacked him …’


			Now she petered out, the image of her martyred lover fracturing her composure once more. A single tear ran down her cheek, even as she dragged the nicotine into her lungs, trying to master herself. Hudson maintained a cheery, professional expression, but inside he knew exactly how she felt. Sandra clearly thought the case was hopeless, that it would be nigh on impossible to whittle down the number of possible suspects and Hudson couldn’t disagree with that assessment. Declan McManus was a grubby chancer, with few morals or scruples, willing to expose anyone in order to make some easy cash. He had been sticking his nose in where it wasn’t wanted for too long and perhaps it was no surprise that someone had tried to silence him for good. Whether this was to stymie an ongoing investigation or to settle an old score was unclear, but as Hudson wrapped up the interview, he was left in no doubt that, unless McManus made a miraculous recovery, finding his attacker would be like looking for a needle in a haystack.


		


	

		

			Chapter 12


			Squeezing through the gap between the gates, Helen walked away from the yard, deep in thought. Her time with Meredith had been fruitful – she felt they had a pretty clear idea of what had happened and might even have garnered some valuable forensic evidence – but the motive for this crime was shrouded in mystery and likely to remain so, unless they could unearth some credible intel on McManus’s recent goings on. The intent had been to kill, that was clear, and the fact that McManus was still clinging to life might yet prove useful. It was unlikely he’d be fit to be interviewed for days, possibly weeks, but his continuing survival might prompt his attacker to do something rash. Would they be tempted to contact the hospital? Perhaps even pay a visit there to check up on the ailing detective’s condition?


			Even as she thought it, Helen knew it was a long shot. DC McAndrew was currently at McManus’s flat in Thornhill, whilst Hudson was talking to his girlfriend – perhaps they would turn up something, but the idea of chancing on a single, stand-out suspect seemed a fond hope, given McManus’s chaotic lifestyle and multifarious investigations. The thought depressed Helen – how they could do with an easy case, an open-and-shut investigation, to bolster morale and remind the powers that be that they were good at their job. Lucky breaks, however, seemed thin on the ground of late.


			Helen trudged towards her bike and as she neared it, her mood plummeted still further. Ranged in front of her, lounging provocatively on her Kawasaki, was Emilia Garanita.


			‘Off!’ Helen barked, enraged that the journalist should even think of touching her ride.


			‘And a good morning to you, Helen,’ Emilia chirped back, running her hand over the leather saddle, before reluctantly straightening up. ‘What’s cooking?’


			Even as she said it, an impish smile tugged at her lips, her gaze drifting towards the smouldering wreckage beyond.


			‘Any hot leads?’


			‘You’re hilarious,’ Helen muttered, pushing past her towards her bike.


			‘So I’m told. But this isn’t a laughing matter, is it?’ Emilia gestured towards the crime scene. ‘Arson, attempted murder, destruction of property,’ the journalist continued. ‘Any idea who had it in for McManus?’


			As ever, she was irritatingly up to speed.


			‘We’ll be holding a press conference later today, Emilia. If you’re interested—’


			‘Oh, I know that,’ the journalist returned dismissively. ‘I was just wondering if you had a particular suspect in mind. Was it someone who was targeting him specifically? Or was it a random attack? Should the public be worried?’


			‘No, the public are perfectly safe.’


			Climbing onto her bike, Helen turned the ignition, signalling the end of the conversation. But Garanita wasn’t finished.


			‘Really? That’s not the vibe I’m getting, not at all. Muggings, burglaries, carjackings, fires, you name it. And what’s your clear-up rate? Zero. From what I can see, it looks very much like the city is out of control, that we’re losing the battle in the midst of an unprecedented crime wave …’


			For once, Helen was inclined to agree with her. Things did feel out of control at the moment. But there was no way she was going to admit it.


			‘Been nice talking to you, Emilia. Now I really do hav—’


			‘Ever feel that you’ve been in the job too long? That perhaps you’ve got nothing left to give?’


			The directness of the question brought Helen up short. She had been wondering the exact same thing earlier in the week, until DCI Grace Simmons had put a stop to her crisis of confidence, reminding her of her many past successes. Yet the questions, the doubts, remained. Emilia Garanita seemed to sense this, smiling broadly as she awaited Helen’s response. But Helen was not going to play ball – not today, not ever – instead sliding down her visor and roaring away, spraying Garanita with a cloud of dust as she went.


			Helen moved away at speed, but as she did so, her eye crept to her side mirror. And there was the journalist, looking utterly unperturbed by her sudden, aggressive departure. In fact, Garanita seemed to be enjoying herself, a broad grin gracing her face. It was an image that made Helen feel nauseous – not just Emilia’s knowingness, her confidence, her enjoyment of their current predicament, but also her very presence. Garanita had always been a thorn in her side, but now more than ever she seemed to be an agent of persecution. She was always ahead of the pack, always hot on the scent – in fact, whenever Helen was under the cosh, reeling from yet more bloodshed and tragedy, she could be sure that when she looked up, Emilia Garanita would be standing there, a smile plastered across her face, ready to stick the knife in.


		


	

		

			Chapter 13


			She stared up at the graffiti, sickened and scared.


			Lilah Hill had risen late, bolting down her breakfast, before grabbing her cycle helmet and racing down the hall, desperate not to be late for work. But as she’d approached the front door, she’d seen through the glazing that something was wrong, that someone had defaced their little home. Angry, unnerved, she’d yanked the door open, wanting to see the damage, wanting to confirm to herself that it was just some kids messing about. In her heart, however, Lilah suspected this desecration had a more sinister root and the sight that met her had confirmed that, dashing her fond hopes. Daubed across the front door and adjacent window was a large, black swastika.
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