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			Today, 10.24 a.m.

			Colton

			Sometimes I wake with a start, terrified and sweating, as the same grim memories sweep over me like an icy drowning wave.

			But today’s not one of those days. Today’s like rising from the grave. My mouth’s concrete dry and tastes like something’s died in it and my eyes are so glued together that they actually make a cracking sound when I open them.

			It’s my head, though, that’s really causing the problems. It feels like it’s been jammed in a vibrating vice. If this is a hangover, it’s the worst I’ve ever experienced.

			Slowly, very slowly, I lift myself up and look around. I’m lying on a single bed in a tiny bedroom that looks like it was last decorated in the fifties, with tired chintzy wallpaper the colour of rusty piss and a patterned carpet that looks like something you’d hallucinate on magic mushrooms. There are no furnishings except for the single sheetless bed I’m lying on, and the place smells of damp. It also feels really cold, even though I notice that I’m fully clothed and wearing the suede jacket I bought at Camden Market a few weeks back.

			
			

			There’s a large sash window directly opposite the bed. The curtains are only half pulled and the view looks out towards trees. Outside, it’s a typically grey English winter’s day and I literally have no idea where I am or how I got here.

			I look at my watch, a silver Omega Seamaster I bought for myself as a gift in Lisbon a couple of years back that’s my pride and joy, and I’m shocked to see it’s 10.25. I never sleep this late, however exhausted I am.

			There’s a large full bottle of mineral water on the bedside table, which is fortunate because I’ve got an absolutely raging thirst, and I lean over and unseal the cap before drinking down a good third of the contents. This gives me the energy I need to sit up properly on the bed while I try to get my brain working again. Because the thing is, there’s a big hole in my memory where the last twenty-­four hours should be. And I may be a thirty-three-­year-­old bachelor, but I’m not the sort who goes out and gets blind drunk and ends up waking up fully clothed in some unknown house.

			So I do the thing we all do these days when in doubt about anything and reach for my phone.

			Except it’s not in any of my pockets. Nor are my keys. Or my wallet. And for a second I get that panicked feeling that I’ve been robbed, until I realise no robber’s going to leave behind an Omega Seamaster. I’m not sure this know­ledge makes me feel any better, but at least I’ve still got my cigarettes and lighter, which I find in the inside pocket of my jacket.

			
			

			With a gargantuan effort, I climb off the bed, moving like an old man, and it takes me a couple of seconds to notice the camera mounted in the corner of the ceiling. Unlike everything else in the room, it looks brand new. I stare up at it for a few seconds, wondering why on earth it’s in a dingy room like this, and wondering too if someone’s watching me on a screen somewhere, although I can’t think why they’d bother. I’m not that interesting. Either way, this whole thing is very strange, and I feel a growing sense of unease as I draw the curtains and go to open the window. I pull hard, the effort rattling the glass in its old wooden frame, but it won’t budge, and that’s when I see that a brand-­new lock has been affixed to the latch, with no key in sight.

			I push my nose against the glass and notice that I’m on the first floor of what appears to be an old house facing into a large, unkempt garden lined with mature trees.

			One thing’s for sure. This definitely isn’t London.

			The unease starts to become more pronounced and I take another big gulp of the water and give my head a shake, as if by doing so I can somehow clear the fog inside.

			I have a vague memory of going out last night in Crouch End, the place I’m temporarily living. But that’s it. I don’t know where I went, who I saw . . . Nothing. And now I’m here. In a house I know I’ve never been to before but where someone appears to have put me to bed and relieved me of half my possessions.

			
			

			Anyway, I need my phone and keys back (I can survive without the wallet), and to find some answers now that the nausea and pain are beginning to recede a little. I take another drink of the water, pretty much finishing it, then chuck the bottle down on the bed and try the bedroom door, wondering with a hint of panic if – like the window – it’s locked.

			But no, it opens with a creak and I find myself at one end of a long hallway with closed doors on either side, and a further hallway and staircase at the end. This isn’t just a house, it’s a mansion. It must have been quite grand once, but it’s clearly been empty a while, because the hallway’s got the same musty, damp smell as the bedroom, and the walls and carpet are dirty.

			Interestingly, though, there are two more brand-­new cameras, one at either end of the hall, positioned so they capture its entire length.

			I call out a wary hello, my voice sounding cracked and hoarse, like it’s the first time I’ve spoken in a long, long time, but there’s no response. Taking a deep breath, I start down the corridor, feeling a little better now that I’m moving. It’s daylight and I’m no coward. When you’ve experienced real terror, as I have once before, then finding yourself in a cold, unfamiliar house really doesn’t compare. If this is some kind of joke, then I’m going to make whoever’s behind it pay. And if it isn’t, then I’ll just leave, even if I have to break down the door to get out.

			The staircase runs in a spiral down to a large, empty entrance hall, with hooks on the walls where pictures must have been and a huge, gaudy chandelier in the middle of the ceiling. I can imagine this place must have been full of life and noise once, but right now the silence is total. I can’t even hear any sounds of traffic coming from outside.

			
			

			‘Hello?’ I call a second time, louder now, as I start down the staircase, spotting two more cameras attached to the ceiling, partly hidden by the chandelier.

			Again there’s no answer, and I conclude that the best thing is just to leave quickly and find my way home. But when I try the front door, it’s locked, and it’s one of those big, strong oak numbers so there’s no way I’m going to break it open. And the windows on either side have got the same locks on them as the one upstairs.

			But if they were fitted to keep out intruders, then how did I get in here?

			I look out of the window. There’s a driveway just in front of the house leading to a pair of closed wrought-­iron gates at least ten feet high, with a wall the same height on either side of them. The driveway’s empty and it feels like I’m the only one in this place.

			For the first time, I feel claustrophobic. I’m trapped.

			Frowning, I head through the entrance hall. There’s a large kitchen on one side, opposite a long hallway, similar to the one upstairs. I don’t bother calling out any more because I know I won’t get an answer. In truth, I don’t know what to do, but I do have an urge for a coffee and a cigarette, so I head into the kitchen, and here’s where things start getting even weirder. The kitchen itself is huge and cavernous, with a large island in the middle, and completely empty except for a single kettle, with a tray next to it containing a total of seven matching mugs arranged in a circle round a large jar of instant coffee and a see-­through tub of tea bags. Usually I can’t stick instant coffee, but beggars can’t be choosers, so I fill the kettle, and while it boils I open a few of the cupboards. They’re all empty except the one beneath the sink, which is chock-­a-­block with cleaning products, as well as a few kitchen towels and, interestingly, a brand-­new first-aid kit.

			
			

			‘What the fuck is going on here?’ I whisper as I make myself a coffee, because this whole thing feels staged. But by whom?

			And why?

			I pull out my cigarettes, stick one in my mouth and am just about to light it when I hear a noise behind me.

			But before I can turn round, I’m slammed bodily into the kitchen counter by someone who immediately grabs me round the throat.

			I have no time to react – it’s that fast – and we both go down to the floor in a tangled mess with him on top, and I can see it’s a man but I’m not really focusing on him, because there’s a woman right behind him, her face looming large and furious over his shoulder, and the next second she’s on top of me too, and the two of them are screaming the same thing over and over again, right in my face.

			‘Where’s our daughter? Where’s our fucking daughter?’
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			Today, 10.35 a.m.

			Colton

			For a couple of seconds I’m still in shock as the guy starts punching me in the face and his wife simultaneously grabs my hair while they both continue to yell and shout.

			Thankfully, the guy’s punch doesn’t exactly pack much, well, punch, and I manage to fight my way free, while at the same time I’m yelling right back at them: ‘Leave me alone! I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about!’, hoping it might calm them down.

			Predictably, it doesn’t, so I lurch up off the floor, pivot with my shoulder and knock the guy off me. He falls into the woman and I grab her wrist and twist it round, making her yelp but also thankfully getting her to release her grip on my hair. Then I scramble away, roll across the carpet and stagger to my feet, thinking this day can’t get any more insane and surreal than it already is.

			Although right now it’s not something I’d bet on.

			‘Who the hell are you?’ I demand, retreating until I’ve got my back to one of the worktops, watching as they slowly get up, their fury, it seems, temporarily dampened.

			
			

			I regard them properly for the first time. He’s medium height and out of shape, with thinning hair dyed a classic boot-­polish black, and a pale lumpy face that belongs to someone who doesn’t spend much time outside. I’d put him at a weary-­looking early fifties, and there’s a sadness in his eyes that makes me think he’s not, in essence, a bad man, even if he has just violently assaulted me.

			She’s a bit younger. Maybe late forties. Harder-­looking and bottle-­blonde, with her hair scraped back into a ponytail that’s so tight it seems to have lifted her whole hairline almost to the top of her head. She’s small and thin, almost birdlike, with a body that looks like it’s been honed in the gym as well as by cosmetic surgeons, and bright blue eyes that glint with a cold intelligence.

			That’s when I realise I’ve seen her before. I remember where, too. It was at a garden party four years ago. I remember shaking her hand and her giving me a look like I’d just broken wind. She was unpleasant on that occasion.

			But memorable.

			And the man with her now, who’s just attacked me, was, or is, her husband.

			It looks like they recognise me too. I can see it in their expressions.

			‘I know you,’ says the man, pointing an unsteady finger. His expression confused. Like mine probably is. ‘You’re Colton Lightfoot. You worked with my brother.’

			I nod slowly, still wary, rubbing my face where he punched me. It’s beginning to hurt now. ‘That’s right,’ I say quietly. ‘Your brother was George Barratt.’ Which is a name I’m never going to forget. ‘You’re Adam.’

			
			

			He nods as well. ‘That’s me.’

			I motion towards the blonde. ‘And this is your wife. Sanna.’

			‘What are you doing here?’ she demands, her voice carry­ing just the slightest trace of an Eastern European accent.

			I don’t like her tone but figure there’s no point in getting precious about it right now. ‘I was drugged, I think. Sometime last night when I was out. The next thing I knew, I woke up here. What about you two? And why do you think I know where your daughter is?’

			Adam closes his eyes and takes a very long breath. It’s several seconds before he opens them again. ‘Last night I was sent a video of our daughter, Gabrella, blindfolded and tied to a bed with a knife at her throat, along with a message saying she’d been kidnapped. It looked real, and the person who sent it said they’d kill her if I called the police or told anyone. Even Sanna.’

			‘I got sent the same video with the same instructions,’ she says.

			‘We were each told separately to come here to this house,’ continues Adam. ‘I vaguely remember driving here last night and all the lights being on inside. I think the front door was unlocked. But that’s all I remember until I woke up this morning.’

			‘The same happened to me,’ says Sanna, ‘although I remember walking in the front door and then someone coming at me from the side. I got jabbed in the arm with something. The next thing I know, I wake up next to Adam, minus my phone and my bag. And no sign of Gabrella.’

			
			

			‘We heard you and thought you were the kidnapper,’ says Adam. ‘You haven’t seen her, have you? She’s twenty-­eight, with blonde hair.’

			I shake my head. ‘I’m sorry. You’re the first people I’ve run into. But I promise you, I have nothing to do with whatever it is that’s happened to your daughter. You said you both drove here. But there are no cars in the driveway.’

			‘Are you sure?’ says Adam.

			‘I just looked. You can see for yourself.’

			He exhales loudly, leaning against the worktop. ‘Christ, what the hell’s going on here?’

			‘A good question,’ says a voice in the doorway, and we all turn to see a middle-­aged man with iron-­grey hair and a moustache the same colour, dressed in an ill-­fitting suit with no tie, who’s just emerged from a room further down the hall.

			It takes me a couple of seconds to recognise him, like it did with Adam and Sanna, because I haven’t seen him in four years either, although I did see his photo online a year or so ago when he finally lost his job. ‘Former DCI Hemming,’ I say. ‘Well, well, well. And what are you doing here?’

			‘Have you got something to do with Gabrella’s kidnapping?’ demands Sanna, starting towards him.

			He stops and puts up a hand. ‘No, of course not,’ he says defensively. ‘I don’t know anything about a kidnapping. I came here to meet someone about a lead on the Black Lake case. When I got here, I must have been drugged, but God knows by who, because I can’t remember a thing.’

			
			

			The Black Lake case. More widely known in the media as the Black Lake massacre. The event that changed my life and which right now ties all four of us together. I’m just about to ask him what he’s doing still investigating the case when he was very publicly fired for the mistakes he’d made on it, but he speaks first. ‘I think you all need to take a look in here.’

			He motions for us to follow him and, without a word, leads us down the hallway to the first door on the right, which is half open. What immediately grabs my attention is the piece of A4 paper on the door with the words Meeting Room Come Inside typed in large bold font on it.

			The inside is actually a large L-­shaped lounge with three big bay windows looking out onto the garden. There are two sofas and two comfortable-­looking armchairs arranged in a rough semicircle around a mahogany coffee table, on which there are several dozen unopened half-­litre bottles of mineral water placed in neat rows, along with two full boxes of energy bars. Other than that, the room is completely empty – no pictures, no TV, nothing.

			‘What the hell is this?’ I say, looking round. ‘Meeting room? Meeting about what?’

			Hemming shakes his head and sits down in one of the armchairs. He looks tired. We all do. ‘I haven’t got a clue,’ he says. ‘But I don’t like it. There are cameras everywhere.’ He points to another one in the corner of the ceiling.

			
			

			‘Where exactly are we?’ I ask. ‘Because the last thing I remember is being out in London last night.’

			‘We’re in north-­east Essex,’ says Hemming. ‘About fifteen miles short of Colchester.’

			‘Fuck,’ I say quietly, as it sinks in that not only was I drugged, but I was also transported at least an hour and a half from home. ‘And you just turned up here because someone told you they might have a lead on the Black Lake case?’

			Hemming glares at me. It’s clear I’ve hit a very big nerve. ‘It wasn’t just any old case, was it? It was one of the biggest in this country’s history, and it ruined me. I’ve got a reputation to salvage and I still want it solved. So yes. When I heard there might be a lead, I turned up.’

			‘Is this what all this is about then?’ says Adam, taking a seat opposite Hemming and grabbing one of the water bottles. ‘My brother’s murder? Because all I want to know right now is what’s happened to Gabrella.’ He looks towards Sanna as he says this, but she doesn’t say anything. She looks tense but controlled, and it makes me think it would take a lot to knock her off her perch, although you’d think your daughter’s kidnapping might just do it.

			‘What do you think’s happened to her?’ asks Hemming.

			Adam briefly explains about the kidnap video he and Sanna were sent separately.

			Hemming nods slowly, taking this in, then frowns. ‘We’ve obviously been set up,’ he says. ‘But why?’

			The room falls silent as we all try to come up with an answer to that question.

			
			

			And that’s when we hear a male voice call out from somewhere in the hallway: ‘Hello? Is anyone here?’

			I recognise the voice. I suspect we all do.

			‘We’re in here,’ I call out, and a few seconds later, my former employer Gary Querell, known to everyone back in the day as Quo, walks in. I guess he must be forty-­five or so now and he still looks good on it. He’s typical tall, dark and handsome, with lustrous black hair that he’s grown longer in the last four years. Even the pitted, uneven scar that runs from his left cheekbone to the corner of his mouth seems to suit him, giving him an extra layer of character and masculinity. In my memories, he was always ultra-­confident and smooth, the type of aggressive alpha male who can somehow get away with being called Quo, regularly referring to himself in the second and third person with motivational quotes – things like ‘You’ve got this, Quo!’ and ‘The Quo Man will walk over white-­hot burning coals to achieve perfection.’ But today he looks out of sorts.

			Following closely behind him is an attractive woman in her early thirties with short, closely cropped auburn hair, who I recognise as Kat Warner, Quo’s former lover, and I feel my heart sink as Sanna Barratt voices my thoughts: ‘So there’s no question now. This is definitely about the Black Lake massacre.’

			‘What the hell’s going on?’ asks Quo, looking round at us all.

			‘No one knows,’ says Adam, giving Quo and Kat a dark look. It’s clear there’s still no love lost there. ‘How did you two get here?’

			
			

			‘By car,’ says Quo. ‘I got an email supposedly from Kat telling me to meet her here.’

			‘And I got one supposedly from Quo,’ says Kat, who’s still standing behind him, as if she wants to stay as far away from the rest of us as possible. I don’t blame her. She got a lot of heat in the media after the murders and, like Hemming, and Quo too, her reputation took something of a beating.

			‘I remember driving up here,’ says Quo with a puzzled look, ‘and that’s it until about ten minutes ago, when I woke up in a double bed next to Kat, just down the hall.’

			‘It’s the first time we’ve seen each other in months,’ she adds by way of explanation.

			Quo continues to look round the room, frowning. ‘What’s everyone doing here?’ He turns to me. ‘I thought you’d disappeared off the face of the earth, Lightfingers.’

			Lightfingers was always Quo’s nickname for me. A combination of my last name and an embarrassing incident I’d prefer to forget. He used it to belittle me in the days when I worked for him, although he’d always claim it was harmless banter. But that’s Quo all over. The guy is a bully, and I’m not in the mood to indulge him now. ‘Don’t call me that.’

			‘Hey, hey, hey. No harm meant,’ he says, putting up his hands in a conciliatory gesture that doesn’t quite ring true. ‘I didn’t realise you were so sensitive.’

			‘I’m not,’ I tell him. ‘I just don’t like the name. And I didn’t disappear off the face of the earth. I’ve been in London these past three months, until someone drugged me last night.’

			
			

			Quo looks puzzled (which I suspect is everyone’s default position right now), and approaches the table, picking up two bottles of water, still moving with the same kind of brash confidence he always showed. He opens them both and hands one to Kat before checking the note on the door. ‘Meeting room?’ he muses. ‘What does that mean?’

			‘We don’t know,’ says Hemming. ‘We’re as much in the dark as you.’

			‘You know,’ I say slowly, ‘if this is about the Black Lake massacre, then we’re missing at least two people.’

			Everyone looks my way, and none of them looks happy. Because we all know who those two people are, and each of them has a very big axe to grind, as well as the means to grind it.

			As if on cue, I hear footsteps marching purposefully down the hall, and then one man I really hoped I’d never see again comes striding in like he owns the place.

			And Jesus Christ, what a sight he is. Yuri Karnov looks like he’s just walked off the set of The Witcher. Short, squat and troll-­like, with a shaved head and a perpetual glare on his gnarly, misshapen face, he oozes a brutish Neanderthal menace. They say human beings are getting uglier thanks to poor diet, lack of sleep and pollution. If that’s really the case (and you have to admit, it stands to reason), then Karnov looks like he’s spent the bulk of his life wide awake in Chernobyl, scoffing McDonald’s and Dunkin’ Donuts. But no one would ever tell him that, because even though he must be at least fifty now, and the years have been most unkind to him, he still looks hard as nails, and I have no doubt he could beat the shit out of anyone in here.

			
			

			Today, he’s wearing an expensive if badly crumpled suit, with a thick gold chain round his neck that probably cost an office worker’s annual salary and a matching bracelet on his right wrist. His eyes narrow as he surveys the room, taking in each and every person before settling on Quo, who, along with Kat, has moved further inside to get away from him, and whose confidence is ebbing away visibly.

			Karnov growls – and I mean that. The guy actually . . . growls. And it’s clear who it’s aimed at. The way he’s looking at Quo, you can see he’s calculating which limb to rip off first.

			And that’s it for me. Whatever this is all about, I’ve had enough. I’m getting out of here, even if it means smashing a window and leaping out of it. So I say: ‘Look, no offence, but I don’t want any part in this reunion, and I’d rather never see any of you guys again,’ and start towards the door.

			Which is the moment that a disembodied, robotic voice fills the room. ‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Mr Lightfoot. Because if you walk out that door, you’ll be dead within twelve hours.’
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			Today, 10.44 a.m.

			Colton

			Well, that stops me dead.

			I look round to see where the voice is coming from, as does everyone else.

			‘You, like everyone else in this room, have been injected with a slow-­acting poison,’ continues the robotic, deliberately disguised voice, which is coming from a speaker attached to the camera in the corner of the ceiling. ‘I won’t tell you what this poison is, for obvious reasons, but suffice it to say it’s an extremely rare combination of chemicals that will be very hard to detect, and therefore to treat medically. Even turning up at a hospital won’t help you. By the time the doctors work out what it is you’ve been poisoned with, if they ever do, it’ll be too late. Untreated, this will be your last day on earth. And your final hours will be very slow, and very painful.’

			‘Where’s my daughter?’ yells Adam, getting to his feet and aiming his words at the camera.

			
			

			‘Gabrella is perfectly safe, Mr Barratt,’ says the voice calmly. ‘She was released unharmed without knowing anything about her ordeal. She will be home by now. Now, let me continue. You may have been poisoned, but there is a way out.’ There’s a pause before it continues. ‘One or more of the people in this room is responsible for the Black Lake murders. If that person or persons admit to their crime, then they will be given a way to kill themselves very quickly and painlessly, and I will consider justice served. At the same time, an antidote to the poison will be supplied to the others. If, however, no one admits their guilt, or someone tries to lie about it in order to secure a quick death, then I will leave the poison already running through your veins to do its work, and I promise you, you won’t want that.’

			‘This is bullshit!’ barks Karnov, clearly furious at what’s happened to him. ‘I’m leaving. I’ll find out who the fuck you are.’ He points angrily at the camera. ‘I was drugged by that bitch last night. I’ll beat the truth out of her.’

			‘You can leave whenever you want, Mr Karnov. The doors and windows are all locked, but I’m sure you’ll find a way out with a little of that brute force you like to use. But it won’t help you get rid of the poison, or find me. The woman you’re seeing, Ms Rainham-­Murphy, was drugged alongside you. She knows nothing of what’s going on.’

			The more I listen to this, the more frustrated I become. ‘How do we know this isn’t some kind of horrible practical joke?’ I say.

			There’s a murmur of agreement at this, but then Adam Barratt cuts right through it by saying: ‘It’s no practical joke. They had my daughter.’

			
			

			Which, I have to admit, is a fair point, but then maybe I’m just clutching at straws, because frankly, the alternative is too horrible to contemplate.

			‘I understand your scepticism,’ says the voice, its tone infuriatingly calm. ‘I wouldn’t believe it either. But I can show you something that will put any doubts you have to rest. There’s a door directly under the main staircase. Open it and go down the steps into the basement. There you’ll see all the proof you need that I’m not fooling with you. Then come back up here.’

			The mic makes a clicking sound and the voice disappears.

			There are seven of us in this room, and I recall now that there were seven mugs lined up in the kitchen. For a few seconds we all stare at each other. No one quite knows what to do. We’re in shock. And I’m pretty certain none of us wants to see the proof that we’re not being fooled with.

			It’s Hemming who finally breaks the silence. ‘We’d better take a look.’ He gets to his feet.

			‘I don’t want to,’ says Kat.

			‘Stay here, then,’ Quo tells her gently, touching her arm.

			Quo and Kat say they haven’t seen each other for months, and yet they seem remarkably at ease with each other. But then I remember all too well the chemistry they had. I saw it first-­hand.

			Hemming leads the way out of the room with the rest of us behind him, even Kat, who clearly doesn’t want to be left behind. She looks at me as she passes and I give her a reassuring smile that she doesn’t return. She was always a good-­looking woman. Tall and lithe, with a confident bearing and sculpted cheekbones, she could have been a model if it wasn’t for the fact that her face isn’t quite symmetrical – the nose slightly crooked, the eyes too far apart – and yet somehow that makes her even more attractive. And she seems to have improved with time. Today she’s dressed in a crushed-velvet jacket with a tight-­fitting black T-­shirt underneath, along with faded jeans and black Doc Martens. The look suits her, and it makes me feel sick that when she put on those clothes, she had no idea of the nightmare that was coming her way.

			
			

			The door under the stairs is so obvious I’m surprised I didn’t spot it earlier, and we crowd round Hemming as he opens it. Straight away, the smell of rancid meat hits us. Hemming pulls his jacket over his nose, and the rest of us take a step back.

			I’ve smelt death before. It’s not something you forget easily.

			‘Whatever’s down here isn’t going to be nice,’ he announces with remarkable understatement, his voice muffled behind his jacket. ‘So only come down if you’re prepared for it.’ Reluctantly he leans inside and switches on a light, then starts down the steps.

			Karnov, who in keeping with his hard-­man image is trying to look like the smell’s not bothering him, follows immediately behind, and then I step forward, trying to breathe as little as possible.

			The stone steps are steep and narrow and the ceiling very low, and I hold the metal rail that’s been screwed into the bare wall as I descend, conscious that none of the others are coming down behind us.

			
			

			When we reach the bottom, we instantly discover the source of the smell.

			In the dim light of the cold, windowless basement, a man has been tied to a chair that sits in the middle of the floor, his head bowed. He’s obviously dead and has been for some time. The skin on his face and hands is a greyish black and the body’s bloated. Flies have found their way in here somehow, as they always do, and they buzz busily round the corpse.

			For a few seconds the three of us just stand there staring at it. The stink’s worse down here, the air still and fetid, and I can feel my nausea building. I hear the others coming down the stairs but I don’t look round.

			‘Oh God,’ says Quo, his voice cracking with fear.

			‘Who is he?’ asks Adam, coming forward gingerly and stopping beside me, his jacket pulled over his face.

			‘It’s hard to tell,’ says Hemming. ‘He’s been dead for days. But I can guess.’

			There’s a brand-­new flat-­screen TV mounted on the stone wall opposite. Stuck to the front is a Post-­it note, and I walk over and read it. PRESS ON BUTTON it says in bold typewritten text.

			At this point, I’ll be honest with you, I’m really scared. But at the same time I’m curious to find out exactly what’s happened in here. ‘This’ll tell us,’ I say, and do as instructed before stepping away and standing with the others, all of whom have come down now, except for Kat.

			
			

			The screen immediately lights up to reveal the man we’re looking at now, tied in the same chair. Except this time he’s very much alive, and he’s struggling with the ropes that expertly bind him and looking round wildly until his eyes alight on the camera filming him, which I now see is up in the far corner of the ceiling, like most of the others. He’s a big guy, well built, with unkempt curly hair and a thick grey beard, and I’d put his age at anything from forty-­five to sixty. With the beard, it’s hard to tell. But something in his face looks very familiar.

			In the bottom left corner of the screen, a time and date stamp tells us that this was being filmed on 1 March at 11.50, which is four days ago and would seem about right given how rank this guy’s smelling.

			‘What the hell’s going on here? Let me go!’ the bearded man shouts at the camera, indignant but scared too.

			It’s the familiar disembodied voice from upstairs that answers him. It tells him, as it’s just told us, that he’s been injected with a slow-­acting poison that will kill him unless he’s given an antidote. ‘To receive the antidote and be freed from this place,’ the voice continues, ‘all you have to do is admit to carrying out the Black Lake massacre.’

			And that’s when I know who this is. The last person missing from our group. Bruce Pinelley. The man convicted of the killings in controversial circumstances, who was then released on appeal after serving more than three years behind bars. He didn’t have a beard in the photos I’d seen of him, and he was thinner too. But it’s definitely him.

			‘I didn’t do it!’ he shouts, still struggling vainly in the chair, the legs of which scrape on the bare floor as he moves around. ‘I was found innocent on appeal. The police fitted me up. Everyone knows that.’

			
			

			‘Admit it or you die,’ says the voice evenly.

			Pinelley again angrily denies that he had anything to do with the massacre, but the voice has fallen silent, and as we watch, the film cuts forward to 15.26, three and a half hours later. Pinelley still sits in the chair, but he’s no longer struggling. The camera pans in on him, and we can see that he’s sweating and his face is pale. He looks scared now. He also looks ill.

			The voice breaks the silence. ‘Are you ready to admit your role?’

			‘Please,’ says Pinelley, his own voice weary, the anger long gone from it. ‘I didn’t do it, I swear. Can I have some water? I’m so thirsty.’

			‘Admit your role, and you can drink.’

			But Pinelley shakes his head, a bead of sweat flying off. ‘I’m innocent.’

			The film cuts forward again. Now it’s 17.50, and we’re still focused close up on his face. He looks terrible. The sweat is pouring off him, and there are thick trails of vomit down the front of his jacket. His skin’s no longer white, but the sickly grey colour of old fish, and his eyes are filled with what I can only describe as a mixture of pain and defeat. I feel like the worst kind of voyeur watching this, and yet I have to see how it ends.

			Again the voice asks him to admit it. Again he claims his innocence, but his voice is weak and I don’t know how much time he has left.

			
			

			The film moves on once more, this time to 19.20. The camera gives a full shot of Pinelley sitting slumped in his seat, in the same position we’re seeing him now. Vomit and other bodily fluids are pooled on the floor beneath him, and it looks like there’s blood round his mouth and on his chin. We watch for a full minute, but he doesn’t move.

			Then the film stops and the screen goes blank.

			We’ve watched this man die over the course of seven and a half hours, and now we’re standing in this dark, stinking room with the grim aftermath. I don’t know what to say. I’m in shock.

			So, it appears, is everyone else. Because for a long time, no one utters a word.

			It’s Sanna who finally breaks the silence. ‘My God,’ she says, running a hand up her forehead and through her tightly combed-­back hair. ‘We don’t even know if he admitted it.’

			‘He didn’t,’ says Quo, ‘otherwise we wouldn’t be here.’

			‘Correct, Mr Querell,’ says the disembodied voice from somewhere in the room. ‘It turns out that Mr Bruce Pinelley was indeed innocent of the Black Lake massacre. Which means the real killer’s in this house.’

			As the words sink in, I feel a gut-­wrenching fear. I thought I’d put that terrible part of my past behind me.

			But it seems that, not for the first time in my life, I’m wrong.
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			Four years ago

			Sunday: Day One of the investigation

			Hemming

			Being in love, thinks DCI Clive Hemming, can be the most painful feeling in the world, and it hurts him that it has to be this way, because he knows he should be happy, and instead he’s become jealous, maudlin and desperate, somehow managing to bypass all the euphoria that everyone else claims to feel.

			It’s just shy of 5 a.m. on a gloriously sunny June morning, and Hemming, the head of Essex Police’s Major Incident Team, is uncharacteristically hung-­over as he drives his vintage 1997 Toyota Land Cruiser down the quiet tree-­lined lane that leads to Black Lake House. He passes the entrances to three properties on the way, all hidden behind high gates, and doubtless with private access to the lake itself. How the rich live, he thinks. It’s a different world. One he’s only allowed a sneak peek into when a crime of a serious magnitude occurs, as seems to be the case this morning.

			
			

			He got the call just under an hour ago, while he was in the midst of a disturbed and not especially deep sleep. He never sleeps well when he’s been drinking, but that’s what happens when you’re all alone and painfully in love on a Saturday night, living in a one-­bed flat with only the TV for company. He’d got himself a takeaway curry and rented The Godfather on Sky Store (he’s only seen it seven times), but had made the mistake of buying a bottle of Chianti to go with it while he was in Aldi doing his weekly shop earlier, his justification being that he’d make it last for the week. He didn’t, of course. He’d drunk the lot (The Godfather’s a long film). Not only that, he’d also consumed a pint of Kingfisher at the curry house while waiting for the takeaway, which had been delayed by the volume of orders. So all in all, a heavy night (and late, for him), followed by an extremely rude awakening. He’s not even meant to be on call, either. It’s his weekend off, but when you’re the head of the Major Incident Team, all that goes out the window when there’s a murder. And according to Jackie Prosser, who just called him, it looks like there’ve been four at Black Lake House.

			Those are all the details Hemming’s got right now. He told Jackie to get on with securing the scene and he’d be there as soon as possible, and now, exactly fifty-­five minutes later, he parks up on the verge opposite the ornate wrought-­iron gates of the address he’s been given and gets out. The gates are open and there’s a uniformed officer he doesn’t recognise standing guard. Behind him in the driveway Hemming counts two ambulances, three marked patrol cars and a van. But no scene-­of-­crime vehicles as yet. It’s still early, and the police response to what’s happened here has only just started. He knows there’s a lot he needs to organise, but before he does anything, he wants to see what he’s dealing with.

			
			

			He’s brought a set of plastic coveralls along with him, and after kitting himself up, he shows his ID to the uniform and briefly examines the gates, both of which look buckled.

			‘They were locked when the first responders arrived,’ says a voice behind him. ‘They had to be rammed open.’

			Hemming looks round and smiles as he sees DS Jackie Prosser walking over, partially hidden beneath the coveralls she’s wearing. But he can see her face, and her expression is unusually grim.

			‘Hey, Jack, what have we got?’ he asks as they shake hands. They’ve worked together for close to five years, and she’s one of his best officers.

			She takes a deep breath. ‘It’s not good. Like I said on the phone, there are four bodies, and they’re in a bad way.’

			Hemming frowns. This alone makes it the biggest homicide case he’s ever had to deal with. ‘Is it a murder-­suicide?’ he asks, trying to keep the hope out of his voice.

			Jackie shakes her head. ‘Not unless the killer’s an acrobat. We’ve got a survivor too. He was the one who called it in. He was taken to Colchester General, but we’re not sure of the extent of his injuries yet.’

			Jesus, thinks Hemming. ‘Okay, let’s get on with it.’

			
			

			Black Lake House is a whitewashed art deco building that probably dates from the 1920s or 30s. Surrounded on three sides by mature trees, it sits majestically on a gentle incline, ivy and wisteria streaming across its whitewashed facade. A well-­manicured garden runs down to the lake’s edge, where there’s a tiny gravel beach and a jetty, complete with motorboat attached, sticking out into the dark water. The lake itself is small, probably no more than a couple of hundred metres in diameter, but there’s plenty of space between the houses, and he wonders if it’s stocked with trout. If Hemming had a million or two in the bank, which sadly is never going to happen, this is the sort of place he’d buy, and for a snatched moment he even pictures himself standing on the jetty casting his rod, while the love of his life, dressed only in a bikini, watches him from a sunbed.

			‘I’ve set up a perimeter, and no one’s been in except me, the first responders, and the doctor who pronounced the victims dead,’ says Jackie as she leads him along a narrow path created by scene-­of-­crime tape pinned to the ground on each side – which anyone coming in or out of the house has to use to avoid contaminating the crime scene – and up to the front door, which is guarded by another uniformed officer. ‘SOCO are on their way from Chelmsford,’ she tells him. ‘ETA about half an hour.’

			He follows her into a large, recently revamped living and dining area, which looks directly out to the lake through three huge floor-­to-­ceiling windows. Everything inside looks clean and tidy, although there are some empty beer and wine bottles on the side by the sink.

			
			

			It’s eerily silent in here, and Hemming feels a heavy sense of dread over what he’s about to witness. He finds that as he gets older, seeing dead bodies, particularly those of murder victims, becomes progressively harder. He’s forty-­eight now, less than a year from retirement, and he doesn’t know which he fears more. Doing the job or not doing it.

			‘I’ve done a walk round the outside of the house,’ continues Jackie, ‘and there are no obvious signs of forced entry, but the side door to the utility room was unlocked, so it’s possible the killer entered and exited that way. You might want some Vicks for this,’ she adds as she leads him through the living area into a spacious hallway with a modern spiral staircase leading up to the next floor, from where the all-­too-­familiar smell of death drifts down towards them.

			‘I’ll be all right,’ says Hemming, who always feels an instinctive need to demonstrate his manliness when he’s with Jackie. He looks at her now and feels a deep yearning for her. They’re alone, and he squeezes her hand and leans forward to kiss her, but she pulls back.

			‘Not in here,’ she whispers urgently. ‘We always said not at work, didn’t we?’

			He nods. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve missed you.’

			‘This isn’t the time or the place, Clive. I mean, Jesus, it’s a murder scene.’ She looks behind her just to make sure no one can see in.

			Hemming feels suitably chastened. He’s not being ghoulish. It’s just she’s been on call and he hasn’t, and they haven’t spent any intimate time together in close to a week. The fact is, he’s in love with her, even though she’s another man’s wife. But he also knows he needs to pull himself together, so he takes a step backwards, all business now, and motions for her to lead the way upstairs.

			
			

			Photos line the wall next to the staircase. The biggest one is a professional black-and-white shot of a man, a woman and a teenage boy with a mop of dark hair sitting together on a sofa looking at the camera, with the lake in the background through the window behind them.

			Hemming doesn’t linger on the photo because he’s pretty certain that one or more of them could be the victims and he doesn’t want to see them looking alive and happy in a way that they’ll never be again. Instead, he follows Jackie onto a landing with polished wooden floors and walls which remind him of the inside of a yacht.

			‘The first body’s in here,’ she says, putting some Vicks under her nose and pointing to a door opposite.

			The room is surprisingly small, considering the size of the house, with a double bed taking up much of the available space and an en suite shower room off to one side.

			The curtains are pulled and Hemming switches on the main light. It’s stuffy and hot in here, and there’s an underlying smell of faeces, which emanates from a dark-­haired woman who’s lying naked on her back on the bed, with the duvet half thrown off her. One arm is raised above her head and resting at an angle against the headboard while the other flops down by her side. As Hemming approaches, he can see two deep stab wounds next to her left breast. There’s blood on her body, and on the sheets, but not a great deal of it, and given the lack of evidence of a struggle, his guess is that she was asleep when she was attacked and died very quickly. Whoever killed her was acting with real purpose, and the only consolation is she probably didn’t know very much about it. She’s young, probably no more than forty, with smooth, unblemished olive skin. It looks like she took care of herself in life, and for some reason this makes him think her death is even more of a waste. She’s also not the woman in the family photo.

			
			

			‘We haven’t got an official ID on her yet,’ says Jackie, ‘but I checked in her handbag and the name on the driver’s licence is Claire Querell. It’s her husband, Gary, who’s the sole survivor.’

			‘Where was he when this all went down?’ says Hemming over his shoulder.

			‘We don’t know. We don’t even know if he’s fit enough to be questioned.’

			Hemming looks round the room, sees a pair of jeans and a man’s shirt hanging over a chair in the corner. The other side of the bed has also been slept in, and in the bathroom, the toilet seat is up. All this makes him think the husband wouldn’t have been far away when his wife was murdered. ‘Do they own this place?’ he asks Jackie.

			‘No. It’s owned by a George and Belinda Barratt. They’re also deceased.’

			Hemming sighs. ‘At least it looked quick. Has anyone touched the body?’

			Jackie shakes her head. ‘Only the doctor to pronounce death. He said he thinks she died sometime between two thirty and three thirty a.m. Approximately the same time as the others. He won’t be any more specific than that.’

			
			

			‘What time did the survivor make the emergency call?’

			‘Three twenty-­five.’

			Hemming steps away from the body. ‘Where are the others?’

			‘Follow me,’ she says, heading back onto the landing and stopping at the next room along.

			The door is open, and a young male, dressed only in a pair of Calvin Klein boxer shorts, lies on his back on the floor, his head inches from the foot of the bed and his feet only just inside the door. His eyes are closed and his arms are down by his sides, and even though his face and head are heavily bloodstained, Hemming can see it’s the teenager from the photo on the stairs.

			Jackie turns away from the sight. ‘We think that’s the Barratts’ son, Noah. He’s nineteen.’

			Hemming knows that Jackie loves kids, and that she and her husband, Wayne, tried for years without success to have them. In an unguarded moment she’d once told him that she’d had two bouts of IVF and three miscarriages before they’d finally accepted the inevitable and given up. So she takes it harder when the victim is young. Hemming knows how she feels. He’s seen murdered youngsters before – on five separate occasions – and he’s never forgotten the combined feeling of horror and hopelessness he got each time; knows too that the memories will go with him all the way to the grave. He’s a father. He can empathise with the hollow pit of despair that a parent feels at the loss of a child.

			
			

			He steps over the body and into the room, careful not to touch anything, before crouching down beside it. The curtains are drawn but the main overhead light is on, illuminating the grim sight, and he can see two uneven indentations on the victim’s forehead, one on his right cheek, and a fourth on the top of his head, this one partially exposing his skull and brain matter.

			As a long-­standing senior investigating officer, Hemming knows never to draw conclusions too quickly, but even so, he thinks he’s pretty certain what happened here. ‘It looks like he heard something and came out and disturbed the killer,’ he says, standing up and looking round. ‘He was hit with some kind of blunt instrument. The thing is, one blow would have been enough to incapacitate him so that he was no threat. Four tells me the killer definitely wanted him dead.’ He can’t help trying to imagine what type of person would stand above an injured teenager and just keep on hitting him until his life had been snuffed out. But ultimately he knows there’s no point trying to understand the psychology of someone who’d do this. In his mind, they’re just plain evil.

			And given the different murder weapons used, it’s possible there’s more than one of them.

			A fat fly lands on the dead boy’s cheek and appears to drink the thick drying blood. Hemming wants to swat it, knows he can’t. Instead, his gaze falls on the bedroom walls, adorned with all kinds of Tottenham Hotspur para­phernalia. His own son, Sean, has always been a massive Chelsea fan, and his bedroom looked like this when he was a teenager.

			
			

			‘How did the other two die?’ he asks, stepping back out onto the landing.

			‘I think you’d better just take a look,’ she says.

			Hemming doesn’t like the sound of that and he lets her lead him down to the last door on the left. She opens it and stands aside.

			This is the master bedroom, far bigger than the others, with a huge double bed on one side, facing towards the windows, and a dressing area on the other. The blackout blinds are down but the lights are all on, illuminating a scene of carnage.

			‘I switched the lights on in here,’ says Jackie as Hemming takes in the scene, ‘but I didn’t touch anything else.’

			Lying sprawled on his side on the carpet, about two metres from the bed and next to an upturned chair, is a naked male in his forties who Hemming recognises as the man from the photo on the stairs. His body is heavily bloodstained where he’s been stabbed a number of times with a large-­bladed knife, on both his back and torso, the wounds plainly visible. He’s also got a number of injuries, including one in a similar position on his head to his son, consistent with him being struck by the same blunt object. It’s clear that this man put up something of a struggle before he died. A lamp has been overturned and lies on the floor, its shade broken. But what Hemming focuses on is the fact that the victim’s wrists have been bound behind his back with a black plastic cable tie – the kind you can buy easily online for DIY, but which are particularly effective as a restraint. So he was overpowered before he died, which suggests the killer wanted something from him, and that at least gives the first clue to a motive.

			
			

			A blonde female – the third person in the photo on the stairs – lies on the bed, wearing a white nightie, her arms down by her sides. She’s been stabbed in the chest, like the other female victim, and again there’s not a huge amount of blood, which makes Hemming think she too probably died quickly and without a struggle.

			Jackie comes into the room and stands beside him. ‘What do you think?’ she asks quietly.

			‘I think whoever did this wanted to make sure they all died.’ He pauses. ‘I also think there were two killers.’

			‘Which would explain the two murder weapons used.’

			‘And the fact that they managed to kill four people with this sort of efficiency.’ He crouches down beside the body on the floor, noticing that there’s blood on the dead man’s hands and on the carpet beneath them. It’s only when he takes a closer look that he sees that the victim’s left thumb and forefinger have been roughly hacked off.

			‘Look at this,’ he says, showing the injuries to Jackie.

			‘Jesus,’ she says. ‘I didn’t see that.’

			Hemming stands back up, his knees creaking. He looks around. ‘Can you see the missing digits anywhere?’

			But there’s no sign of them.

			‘Well, one thing’s for sure,’ he says at last. ‘Our man here was the main target. They killed the others quickly, but they took their time with him. Show me that unlocked door.’

			They go downstairs and Jackie leads him to the back of the house and into the laundry room. They keep their distance from each other, which suits Hemming. He knows he overstepped the mark with her earlier, and what he’s just seen has focused his mind completely on the scale of the task he’s now got on his hands.

			
			

			The door opens onto the back garden and the treeline just beyond, and the keys are in the lock. ‘That’s the strange thing,’ she says as Hemming examines it. ‘The killer, or killers, would have been heavily bloodstained, and yet I can’t see any traces of blood on there at all.’

			‘Were all the other doors locked?’ he asks, taking a step back.

			‘All the doors and windows on the ground floor were locked, apart from this one. Some of the windows were open on the first floor, including two in the master bedroom, but that’s to be expected. It was a warm night.’

			Hemming takes a deep breath. ‘Something feels off about this,’ he says.

			‘I agree,’ says Jackie. ‘And it’s interesting, isn’t it? That the killers – and I agree with you, there must have been two – were this brutal and methodical, and yet they left a survivor, and one who was in a condition to call 999.’

			Which is exactly what Hemming is thinking. ‘We need to speak to this Gary Querell,’ he says. ‘Urgently.’
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