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				About the Book

				Even death cannot part these couples . . .

				DI Damen Brook is on a rare period of leave and determined to make the most of it by reconnecting with his daughter Terri. But with her heavy drinking proving a challenge, Brook takes the opportunity to visit a local murder scene when his help is requested.

				An elderly couple have each been executed with a single shot to the heart and the method echoes that of a middle-aged gay couple killed the previous month.

				With the same killer suspected and the officer currently in charge nearing retirement, Brook knows that he has little choice but to cut short his leave when forced by his superiors to take the lead on the case.

				Brook believes that he can catch this ruthless killer, but already distracted by Terri’s problems, is he about to make a fatal mistake and lead the killer right to his own door?
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				One

				October

				Reardon Thorogood gripped the door handle and tried to turn it, but her palm slipped on the 
cold metal. She stared at the blood on her trembling fingers, unable to remember what it was, who it belonged to, how it had got there. Instinctively she went to wipe the sticky mess on her clothes, but remembered she wasn’t wearing any.

				‘It’s okay. It’s okay,’ she panted, trying to accept the lie. ‘You’re alive. You’re alive.’ Her eyes flicked round the room, sliding past the bleeding carcass lying half on, half off the bed, knees on the floor, naked to the ankles, his jeans bunched and crumpled like a concertina. His face was to one side, eyes glazed and open.

				She ran to pick up her mobile, lying broken apart on the floor, and tried to piece it together, but it wouldn’t respond after its violent collision with the wall.

				Closing her eyes, she sucked in a deep, calming breath before stepping over JJ’s long legs and padding into the bathroom to run cold water over her hands. She dried herself on a damp bath towel, blood smears staining the pale yellow cotton. Her blood or JJ’s? She couldn’t be sure.

				Catching sight of her battered face in the mirror, she recoiled in horror at the stranger staring back. Her mouth was bloodied and swollen, her nose leaking a mixture of snot and blood, her left eye bruised and beginning to close. Wet hair trailed across her shoulders, mopping up some of the arterial blood spatter from JJ’s neck. Using the bloodied towel, she wiped more splashes of red from the top of her breasts and shoulders before dropping it into the bath, the draught causing some of the tea lights burning around the porcelain ledge to gutter.

				Unable to look at her disfigured face, she moved across to the wardrobe to find clothes. She yanked at the doors, but they wouldn’t budge with JJ’s massive feet blocking them. She stooped to move them but withdrew her hand, reluctant to touch his still-warm body, momentarily transfixed by the trickle of blood that had rolled down his muscular thigh to collect in the well at the back of his knee. His shocked face glared at her, the frozen expression still trying to make sense of the sharp pain in his neck as the knife was drawn across his throat.

				‘What the fuck, JJ!’ she mumbled, feebly kicking his thigh, remembering the blows inflicted on her by the ex-boyfriend from her school years, long since discarded in her teens.

				With a clench of fists to dispel the shaking in her hands, she composed herself. Luke Coulson was still out there roaming the house. Another old schoolmate, though him she barely knew. Luke had been the quiet one, awkward even – nobody invited him to parties or pubs as teenagers dipped toes into adulthood.

				Her brother Ray knew him better, had kicked around with both Luke and JJ all through primary school and beyond.

				How long ago? Seventeen years since that first day of primary school. She remembered it like yesterday.

				Ray, a year older, had been ordered to walk his sister to her first day. He was annoyed at Mum and Dad for weeks after, and she remembered how he chivvied her along the country lanes, impatient to be there so he could cut the umbilical and play football with his mates.

				JJ had been in her form, though, had marched in that first day like he owned the place, the only new kid not cowed with fear on that first step towards distant maturity. Even at five years old, JJ wasn’t scared of the teachers, with their big rooms and bigger voices.

				Reardon stared at his lifeless corpse, baffled that she could ever have imagined herself in love with him. It hadn’t ended well.

				JJ had started drinking in local pubs at fifteen, where he’d found his one true love. Alcohol. From that time onwards he was regularly drunk, and when JJ drank, he resorted to his fists. With his height and power, plenty of people had felt the weight of his destructive anger. And though he had never actually hit her during their courtship, there was the occasional push and shove. Towards the end his manner was rarely less than aggressive, and the one time he’d threatened to slap her was all the reason she’d needed to dump her ‘bit of rough’.

				By the time the police got to know him, his life was already turning sour, leaving school at sixteen with no qualifications and few prospects. Reardon had stayed on for A levels followed by university, and as their paths diverged, they lost touch with each other.

				Ray had kept tabs on him, though, and it was no surprise when he reported that JJ had slipped seamlessly into a life of petty crime, picking up a two-year sentence for burglary and assault when he was eighteen.

				She closed her eyes to the gore but opened them immediately. Concentrate. Luke was still out there – and he had a knife.

				You have to leave. Looking around, she discounted the clothes she’d been wearing when JJ had burst into her bedroom – the T-shirt and skimpy shorts lay in tatters on the floor, torn to shreds in his powerful hands.

				Instead, she picked up JJ’s sweatshirt, discarded gleefully not ten minutes ago, and pulled it over her head. It reeked of his body odour and she had a flashback to him grinding his teeth as he struggled to pacify her, his breath reeking of cheap brandy and cigarettes, his underarms damp and pungent.

				She found sensible cotton knickers in a drawer and stepped into them, being careful not to overbalance, then pulled them delicately over her thighs.

				Padding barefoot to the door, she opened it and moved warily into the corridor, closing the bedroom door behind her. She crept along on the thick wool carpet towards the kitchen, placing her bare feet carefully to avoid the trail of bloody footprints coming in the opposite direction, trying to tamp down visions about their source. Everything felt so unreal, so incongruous in the deep quiet of a Monday lunchtime in the Derbyshire countryside.

				As she moved, she barely noticed the sonorous tick of the grandfather clock in the entrance hall until it struck twelve thirty and she leapt out of her skin, pushing herself back against the wall to regain her breath.

				Twelve thirty? Is that all? Hard to believe JJ had burst into her room only twenty minutes before – a lifetime seemed to have passed since then.

				She glanced up at the security camera at the end of the hall. The ever-present red dot was gone, the camera switched off. At that same moment, she saw the door on her right and tried the handle. It opened, so she bolted inside, closing the door behind her then flicking on the light in the tiny, windowless cupboard of a space, an ideal location for the farm’s security control room.

				It was Ray who’d insisted his parents put in cameras after several outhouses had been broken into. In fact he had personally overseen their installation. But now the bank of closed-circuit monitors was dark. Reardon sat at the console and examined the controls. The system’s master switch had been turned to ‘Off’, so she pushed it back up and pressed the reboot button. The drone of waking machinery was immediate.

				‘Come on, come on.’ She looked anxiously behind her, waiting for the monitors to spring to life, expecting Luke to rush in at any moment and investigate what seemed to her a deafening noise. Finally the monitors flickered into life and she clicked urgently at the control button, maximising the camera feed throughout the one-storey house, room by room. Living room, sitting and dining rooms, corridors leading to the other bedrooms of the sprawling bungalow. There was no sign of life. ‘Where are you?’

				Finally she loaded the kitchen camera and for a second was forced to turn her head away. She looked again at the grainy image of her father lying draped over her mother’s contorted body, dark stains covering his neck and back. Both appeared lifeless.

				Panting, she scrolled through the other cameras again but found no sign of the prowling Luke. She checked the front and back doors, which seemed clear, the drive too. Ray’s silver Porsche wasn’t there. Only her father’s Range Rover stood on the gravel.

				She turned off the security suite light before opening the door, putting her eye to the crack. The hall was still clear, so she skittered to the front entrance, looking all about her, senses supercharged.

				She glanced up at the entrance camera, red light now winking at her. ‘Ray?’ she mimed softly towards the lens as though he might see her. ‘Where are you?’ Torn between flight and fright, she opened the heavy front door, allowing the sharp autumn air to sweep in from the grounds, damp and soothing. A couple of large leaves tumbled on to the welcome mat, sucked in by the draught.

				With a deep breath, Reardon stepped barefoot across the threshold on to the chilled stone flags beyond. On the point of fleeing, her eye alighted on the closed kitchen doors. She hesitated.

				What if Mum and Dad are alive? She couldn’t just leave. Not without knowing. She took a moment to gather her nerve and approached the ranch-style double doors. After pressing an ear to the lacquered wood, she turned the handle and stepped inside.

				Unlike the black-and-white world of the security monitor, the tableau that greeted her literally dripped with colour. The floor was awash with blood, some pooling beneath her parents’ heads, some smeared into a slithering pattern where her father had crawled across the terracotta tiles to reach his dying wife. His arms enfolded her and his head sagged next to hers, their cheeks touching.

				Reardon closed her eyes, forcing out a tear, which rolled down her cheek. She wiped it away and inched closer. To her bare feet, the floor seemed hot to the touch, and the bloody footprints of killer and victims were already drying to a stain.

				Reardon spied her mother’s orange Crocs at the edge of the scarlet pool, so she slipped them on to her feet and crept towards her parents through the coagulating blood. She knelt in the warm, sticky liquid, holding the back of her hand to her mouth, the smell of death, feisty and invasive, assaulting her nostrils.

				She pressed fingers against her father’s wrist then her mother’s. Neither had a pulse. She held her hand to her mum’s mouth and nose but could feel no breath, then withdrew it when she noticed it trembling.

				Finally she knelt by her father, leaning in to listen for sounds of breathing. Her long hair trailed in the blood. No sign of life. Her parents were dead.

				She leaned back on her haunches, kissed her fingers and pressed them to both her parents’ lips in turn. Her eye was caught by the phone on the wall, and she rose to her feet to hold the receiver against her ear, leaning an arm against the adjacent thermostat to support her bruised forehead, seemingly on the point of collapse. The landline was as dead as her parents.

				Blindly she pushed the bloodied handset in the vague direction of the cradle. She missed and tried again. Again she missed and the receiver fell to earth, the cord dangling in space, twisting and jerking like a bungee jumper. Now she covered her face with both hands, her shoulders shuddering with emotion, slumping against the wall in an effort to hold herself upright.

				Turning, she spotted her mother’s handbag on the kitchen table and hurried over to it, emptying the contents on to the pitted wooden surface. She scoured the debris and plucked the elderly mobile from among the junk her mum habitually kept in her bag – mints, empty lipsticks, cheap mascara and eyeliner. Her thumb trembled as she pushed at the buttons.

				‘Come on, come on.’ A warning noise from the phone. The battery was flat. Reardon hurled the device at a wall, screaming then immediately putting a hand over her mouth when she realised she might be heard.

				Trying to think, she remembered the Range Rover sitting on the drive and sifted through the detritus on the table for the keys. They weren’t there. Looking round, she moved across to the French windows, peering out over the rear of the farm, at the mature lawn, the brick outhouses and beyond, the rolling fields across to Findern and safety. She tried the handle but the doors were locked and the keys weren’t there. Worse, Sargent wasn’t stomping around on the lawn or pawing at the glass for a walk or a ball to chase. She closed her eyes. Please God, let Sargent be okay.

				Turning back, her eye alighted on the unblinking scrutiny of the wall-mounted camera. ‘Where are you, Ray?’ she pleaded at the lens as though it could answer. ‘Help me!’ She retraced her steps to the hall, gaze averted from the savagery, and dashing out towards the front door ran straight into the burly figure of Luke Coulson.

				She screamed and pushed herself away, raising her arms in a defensive stance, eyes widening in fear.

				Luke was short and a little dumpy, but powerful through the shoulders. His nose was studded with blackheads and his hair was greasy and pushed back from his pockmarked face. Reardon tried not to stare at the bloodied butcher’s knife in his reddened hand.

				His clothes, strangely, were free of blood, and she realised he was wearing some of her father’s – corduroys and a checked shirt – which were a little baggy on him. Simultaneously she registered the plastic bag in his other hand, bulging with the bloody clothing he’d been wearing as he’d pulled the knife across JJ’s throat. The bag handles were tied in a tight knot but blood had accumulated in one corner and was dripping on to the floor through the plastic.

				‘Hello, Reardon,’ Luke said shyly, his eyes running up and down her long, slim legs, smiling at first before a look of dismay distorted his features when he saw her swollen face. He held out a hand, but she shrank back. ‘You’re hurt,’ he said, the speech impediment that had limited his verbal contributions at school pronounced in the deathly quiet of the farm.

				‘Yes, I’m fucking hurt,’ she spat, finding some useful anger. She was shocked at her thick voice, as though she’d had gas at the dentist, and blood and saliva sprayed from her damaged mouth. ‘Where’s Sargent?’

				‘Your dog? JJ gave him some meat. I don’t know what was in it. I think he’s all right.’ Reardon inched to her left for a clear sight of the door, but Luke was alert. ‘Where are you going?’

				‘I have to leave,’ she said warily, not taking her eyes from him. Freedom was just yards away.

				Luke dropped his gaze to the bloodied Crocs on her feet. ‘You’ve seen them.’ Reardon gulped and dipped her head, unable to speak. ‘I’m sorry,’ he mumbled, smiling to reassure her. ‘They were nice.’ He glanced up at the security camera then back at Reardon. ‘But your dad shouldn’t have shouted. He shouldn’t have chased me.’

				‘What?’ said Reardon, dumbfounded.

				‘He didn’t give me much choice,’ said Luke. Dismayed at her shocked expression, he smiled again, trying to affect levity. ‘I had to borrow some of his clothes. I hope you don’t mind.’

				Baffled, she shook her head. ‘What have you done with Ray?’ she said, sounding out the words as though teaching a language.

				‘Your brother? Nuffin’.’

				‘He was here,’ said Reardon. ‘But now his car’s gone.’

				Luke grinned. ‘Then it’s just you and me.’

				‘What have you done with him?’ she said more forcefully.

				Luke’s face contorted in anger. ‘I just told you.’

				Reardon swallowed, glancing gimlet-eyed at the knife. She held out her hands to pacify. ‘Please put the knife down.’

				‘Knife?’ Luke looked enquiringly at her then in surprise at the weapon in his bloodstained hand. His expression darkened. ‘I didn’t want to. I had no choice. You shouldn’t have let JJ do that. He doesn’t love you.’

				Reardon trembled at Luke’s sudden animation, realising she wouldn’t have the strength to outrun him. Thinking weakness might rile him further, she tried to rustle up some aggression. ‘Look at my face, Luke. I didn’t let him. He made me.’

				Luke stared, and a smile of understanding slowly creased his features. ‘He made you. He hit you.’

				‘Yes, he hit me.’

				‘Then you don’t love him.’

				‘Of course I don’t fucking love him,’ she snapped, holding back the tears.

				‘But he was your boyfriend,’ insisted Luke.

				‘A lifetime ago. But I don’t love him now. Why do you think he hit me?’

				‘I didn’t realise . . .’

				‘Tell me where my brother is.’

				‘I haven’t seen him,’ insisted Luke, irritation catching in his voice. ‘Why do you keep asking?’

				‘Because I’m worried about him.’ She glanced at the front door, but her path was still blocked, then back towards the kitchen, where her parents lay butchered. She was trapped. She had to get past Luke and on to the drive. ‘His car’s gone.’

				‘Car?’

				‘The silver Porsche.’

				‘Sweet ride,’ nodded Luke. He pulled a cotton bag from his belt and rummaged around. She saw her father and mother’s watches and rings and a wad of cash. A second later, he held out the Range Rover’s key fob. ‘These were in your mum’s handbag.’

				‘They’re for the Ranger Rover,’ said Reardon softly.

				‘I would’ve preferred the Porsche,’ said Luke sulkily.

				‘Can I have those then?’ asked Reardon, nodding at the key fob.

				Luke shook his head. ‘Think I’m gonna need ’em.’ His lip wobbled and he seemed suddenly close to tears. ‘I’m in trouble, ain’t I?’

				Reardon tried to think of an answer that wouldn’t end up with Luke stabbing her.

				‘Ain’t I?’ he screamed.

				She jumped out of her skin and nodded, her speech ragged and breathless. ‘Yes, Luke. You’re in trouble.’

				She braced herself for the consequences of her admission, but suddenly Luke’s anger dissipated and his eyes sparkled. ‘You remember my name.’

				‘What?’

				‘You remember me,’ grinned Luke. ‘From school.’

				Reardon hesitated. ‘Of course I remember you. You’re JJ’s friend. You were in Ray’s year.’

				‘I was in your year,’ he snarled, tightening his grip on the knife.

				‘Yes. I remember now,’ panted Reardon, holding out her hands in self-defence. She scrambled to get her wits back. ‘It’s just you seemed so much older.’

				Luke’s grin reappeared. ‘Older?’

				‘Much older,’ said Reardon, breathless at the deceit. ‘I’m surprised.’

				‘You noticed me at school, then.’

				‘Of course.’

				Luke’s expression hardened. ‘That’s funny, because whenever I was near you, you acted like I weren’t there.’

				‘I . . . it wasn’t deliberate, Luke.’ She cast around for a palliative. ‘But you were very quiet. You never spoke to me either.’

				Luke looked at the floor, nodding. ‘I couldn’t. I daren’t.’ He gestured at his mouth. ‘Not with this.’ He looked sheepishly at his feet. ‘I love you, Reardon. From the first minute I saw you. You were beautiful.’ He looked her up and down. ‘You still are!’

				‘I didn’t know,’ said Reardon, trying to load sympathy into her voice.

				‘You must of.’

				‘I didn’t, I swear. You . . . you should have told me.’

				‘Yeah?’ scoffed Luke. ‘And have people laughing their arses off at me like JJ done. He wet himself. Said you was popular. Reardon’s clever and fit, he said. A girl like her wouldn’t never look at a freak like you, he said. Not without pissing herself.’

				‘I wouldn’t have laughed.’

				‘You did laugh,’ said Luke, his eyes burning into her. ‘JJ told Ray I loved you. He said Ray laughed. And next day Ray told JJ he told you and that you laughed so hard you were almost sick . . .’

				‘It’s not true.’

				‘He told JJ to tell me you said I was a fucking loser.’ Luke raised the knife and Reardon took a sidestep that moved her closer to the front door, her hands held in front, palms open.

				‘Ray never said anything, Luke. You have to believe me. Is that why you’re here now? To pay me back for something that didn’t happen?’

				‘I . . . it was JJ’s idea. You did the same to him.’

				‘It’s not true.’

				‘Said you treated him like shit and he wanted to talk to you, tell you how he felt.’

				‘He was lying, Luke. He didn’t want to tell me anything. He wanted to hurt me. Look!’ she exclaimed, gesturing at her face.

				Luke looked shamefaced at the floor. ‘When he was hurting you, I felt bad.’

				‘I know.’

				‘I couldn’t just stand there,’ he continued, encouraged. ‘I had to stop him.’

				‘You did a good thing, Luke,’ she said, slow and clear. With a sudden inspiration, she added, ‘You saved me.’

				A shy smile invaded Luke’s features. ‘I did, didn’t I? That’s because I love you.’

				‘I know that. Now.’ She paused, trying to smile. ‘But if you really love me, Luke, you’ll let me go.’

				‘You didn’t laugh at me?’

				‘Never. You and Ray were just kids. He never said a word about you. He was taking the piss. That’s what teenage boys do. Now please put the knife down.’

				Luke dropped the knife and the tension in Reardon’s shoulders eased a notch. ‘I wouldn’t have hurt you, Reardon. Promise.’

				‘I know.’ Breathing easier, Reardon moved slowly to the door. ‘I’m leaving now.’

				Luke’s eyes filled with tears. ‘You’re afraid of me.’

				‘No. It’s just . . .’

				‘You are! And that’s not what I wanted. Is it because of what I done to JJ?’

				‘No, I—’

				‘I had to. I’m not like him. You have to believe that.’

				Reardon swallowed hard as he opened his arms and advanced on her. She couldn’t bring herself to move closer, but it didn’t matter as he stepped in to her and pushed his face into her neck, sighing like a well-fed puppy. He stank of fear and sweat and blood. She felt his hot breath on her neck as his hands pressed on her shoulder blades, pulling her body to him. She eyed the knife, but it was out of reach. Instead she laid a hand on his broad back, tilting her head away. He moved his mouth over her ear to speak.

				She pulled away and stared at him, her eyes fixed on his beseeching expression. Finally, she nodded. ‘Of course I will.’

				‘No sign of life,’ mumbled DC Kevin Drinkwater, lowering binoculars as he crouched on the drive in front of the farm.

				‘The Thorogood girl said it was a massacre.’ Detective Sergeant Rachel Caskey narrowed her eyes, hand subconsciously held to the pendant under her shirt. ‘She mentioned a dog.’

				Drinkwater flicked at his radio and put the question out there. A voice crackled on the radio.

				‘They’ve found the dog,’ relayed Drinkwater. ‘Seems to be breathing. Looks like it’s been drugged.’

				‘That’s bad,’ said Caskey.

				‘Sarge?’

				‘Drugs smack of planning, and planning is bad. A random is one thing . . .’ Caskey turned to the heavily padded uniformed sergeant in a baseball cap on his haunches a few feet away. ‘What do you reckon, Tink?’

				‘Looks quiet,’ said Authorised Firearms Officer Ellis Tinkerman. ‘And no vehicles. The bird may have flown.’

				‘The victim said there was a Range Rover and maybe a Porsche,’ said Drinkwater. ‘We put them out on the wire. No hits yet.’

				‘Then my team had better saddle up,’ murmured Tinkerman. He thumbed the radio on his epaulette. ‘This is Bronze Commander . . .’

				‘Shouldn’t we wait for the chopper?’ said Caskey.

				‘Where is it?’

				‘About ten minutes out of Bradford.’

				Tinkerman considered. ‘That’s too long.’ He thumbed at his radio again, giving the signal. ‘Be quick and small,’ he added, raising his large frame into a crouching position – harder than it looked in his uncomfortable-looking garb of black combat trousers, heavy-duty black boots and black flak jacket – then broke into a trot, the carbine nestled easily under his right arm. Similarly dressed firearms officers stood in unison around the farmhouse and advanced from all directions on the property, each making haste without quite running but all hunched to present the smallest target.

				Three officers arrived at the front door while others disappeared behind the building. At the front, one of the AFOs waited with the enforcer ram, while another had his hand poised on the handle. When the door opened, he pushed it back and the second AFO put down the ram and disappeared into the murk beyond, looking first left, then right, gun held high against his cheek. Tinkerman and the other officer fell in behind, their weapons poised, glancing all about as they entered the building.

				Caskey and Drinkwater crouched to wait, ears cocked for gunfire, but all they heard was the word Clear shouted at short intervals, so they moved slowly towards the farmhouse.

				‘Sounds like he’s in the wind, guv,’ said Drinkwater.

				‘Then let’s hope he has a plan,’ said Caskey.

				‘Guv?’

				‘A spree killer with nowhere to run is a dangerous animal.’

				‘He’s had a few hours’ start. Could be anywhere.’

				Caskey nodded faintly and flicked at her mobile, then held it to her ear. ‘Still no answer from DI Ford,’ she cursed.

				‘Maybe he’s . . .’ Drinkwater hesitated before tailing off, wishing he hadn’t started the sentence.

				Caskey gave him an admonishing glare before coming to a decision. ‘Get someone round to his house, Kev. Pick him up.’

				‘Guv,’ he acknowledged, turning to comply.

				Caskey’s radio crackled. We’re all clear. Three down, all dead. She fired off an acknowledgement before setting off towards the farmhouse.

				‘That’s an awful lot of claret,’ said Tinkerman, staring at the intertwined bodies of Monty and Patricia Thorogood from the edge of the blood pool. Caskey was equally saucer-eyed, unable to reply.

				‘Just a bit,’ replied Drinkwater, eyes also glued to the carnage.

				‘Tap an artery like that and there’s no way back,’ said Tinkerman, indicating Reardon’s mother. ‘Looks like the husband was trying to protect her from the perp.’

				‘True love,’ quipped Drinkwater.

				‘Sorry, did I make a joke?’ retorted Tinkerman. Drinkwater reddened.

				‘Go check if there’s any news on the Range Rover, Kev,’ said Caskey. Drinkwater shuffled past the pool of blood, heading for the front door.

				‘You okay, Rachel?’

				Caskey blinked and turned to face Tinkerman. ‘Whatever he did, it wasn’t enough to save her.’

				‘At least he tried.’

				Caskey nodded. ‘That’s something. Anything in the grounds?’

				Tinkerman answered his radio, on the move. ‘We’ve checked the perimeter.’ He turned at the door with a further glance down at the entwined bodies. ‘The site’s secure. The other deceased is in one of the bedrooms. Blood trail all the way from here. Looks like one of the perps did the parents first, then went for the daughter only to find she was already taken.’

				‘And a difference of opinion ensued,’ observed Caskey.

				‘Boyfriend?’

				‘Not according to the Thorogood girl. Both were perps.’

				‘So one perp killed the other perp over her,’ nodded Tinkerman. ‘No honour amongst rapists. I don’t envy you clearing this lot up, Rachel. You should ditch CID and get back to shooting bad guys. Life’s a lot simpler in Armed Response.’

				‘Life is never simple,’ said Caskey, trying to force out a smile.

				‘Copy that,’ said Tinkerman. ‘Outside if you need us.’

				‘Guv!’ said DC Drinkwater, hurrying in. ‘Traffic pulled over the Range Rover on the M25. Provisional ID on our suspect. They’ve got him.’

				Caskey looked at her watch. ‘M25 – he didn’t hang about. Any trouble?’

				Drinkwater shook his head. ‘Meek as a mouse.’

				‘Chalk one up to the Black Rats. What happened?’

				‘A patrol spotted the car parked at South Mimms and staked it out. Seemed the guy was off buying fizzy drinks and Mars bars and walked straight into their arms.’

				‘Outstanding.’

				‘It gets better,’ said Drinkwater. ‘He had clothes in a bag in the boot to dump but hadn’t got round to it. Blood caked all over them. Plus he had inscribed watches, gold coins and cash. It’s a slam dunk.’

				Caskey’s smile was slight but enduring. ‘Good enough. This’ll be a nice win for the guv’nor. Get the tape up, Kev, and scramble a SOCO team, stat.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				Thirteen months later

				‘Don’t be afraid, Edith!’

				Edith Gibson stirred from her slumber, grateful for the brief nap. Ever since her husband’s health had started to deteriorate, she’d been short of rest. Taking forty winks when she could grab them was the only way to get through the day. Bert’s heart disease caused problems with blood circulation in the legs, so at night she had to lie awake listening to his constant fidgeting as he looked for a position to ease his discomfort. On occasion, he was able to ignore the pain that came to him in bed, and when his jabbering and moaning stopped, Edith could steal a few hours’ sleep, but those nights were rare.

				When she did sleep, she dreamed of her grandchildren, Michael and Jessie – now teenagers – growing tall in the sunshine of Western Australia.

				Bert, the lightest of sleepers, said he sometimes heard her call out their names in the night. He even said he once saw her cupping her arms as though holding one of the twins as a baby, the way she’d held them at the airport that last time, before she and Bert bade a tearful farewell to their son and daughter-in-law and the two oblivious infants.

				They’d received photographs, of course. Pete and Jeanie had been scrupulous in the first few years, sending snaps of Michael and Jessie enjoying their new life thousands of miles from their heartbroken grandparents – eating huge shrimps from the barbecue or playing in the small backyard pool of their new home in Perth.

				But these became more infrequent with the advent of digital photography and Bert’s reluctance to own a computer.

				‘What do we want one of those for?’ he’d said.

				‘So Pete can send pictures of Michael and Jessie,’ she’d reply. ‘And there’s something called Skype, Bert. It allows you to speak in person and we could see them on the screen while we talk.’

				‘Must cost a fortune.’

				‘It’s free.’

				‘Aye, well. If he wants to send pictures, he can post them.’

				And that had been that. Since then, she’d had to wait until the once-a-year package at Christmas to see images of their grandchildren.

				‘Edith,’ said the voice.

				She opened her eyes and licked her lips, still able to taste the alcohol in her mouth. ‘I’m thirsty.’

				‘Here.’ She straightened up to drink the glass of water and saw Bert stirring in the chair next to her.

				‘Are you all right?’ he croaked, his voice strained.

				‘What happened?’ she asked.

				‘You had a little sleep,’ said the voice. A hand took the glass of water from her.

				‘Did I? Wouldn’t that have been the best time?’

				‘Course not. Defeats the object. The music’s ready. The photographs, too.’

				Edith looked down at the framed photograph on her lap. It was of her son and daughter-in-law with Michael and Jessie when they were little. She smiled and stroked the image with her liver-spotted hand. ‘This one’s my favourite.’ She looked up earnestly. ‘Can we hold hands?’

				‘I’d be upset if you didn’t.’

				Edith rested her hand on the arm of the chair and Bert covered it with his own shaking one. He tried to speak and lift himself out of the chair, but his face twisted with the effort.

				‘No,’ he whispered, sinking back on to the foam cushions. ‘This isn’t right.’

				‘Calm yourself, Bert,’ said Edith. A second later, the soft violins of Barber’s Adagio filled the room with solemn lament. ‘This is your favourite.’

				Bert began to agitate more vigorously. ‘No, stop . . .’

				Edith squeezed his hand. ‘Settle down, Bert, there’s no time.’

				‘But Mother . . .’

				‘No, Bert. For once just stop fussing. And do your tie up.’

				‘But . . .’

				‘Your tie, Bert. You want to look smart.’ She watched him fiddle with shaking hands, forcing the knot further into his gnarled old neck. She smiled at his efforts and a tear fell. He finished tightening the tie and returned his hand to hers.

				‘How do I look?’

				‘Like my handsome boy.’ He grinned at this, false teeth shifting in his jaw. ‘Remember the first time we met, Bert?’

				Bert’s mouth creased in recollection. ‘Schott’s dance hall. Just after the war.’

				‘That’s it, my love,’ said Edith. ‘Do you remember our first dance?’

				His face softened with a love that didn’t need to be expressed. ‘A bossa nova.’

				‘It was.’ Edith chuckled. ‘And remember how you cut in on Reggie Kane?’

				‘That ten-bob millionaire. He could barely keep his hands off yer, pinching yer backside like that, the slimy bugger.’

				‘I know,’ giggled Edith. ‘My bottom was bruised for weeks.’

				The intensity of the strings heightened.

				‘I love you, Bert.’

				‘Love you, Edith.’

				Their tender gaze was distracted by a mechanical click, and a pair of muted explosions accompanied the flash of ignition as the bullets tore into them. The two old people looked vaguely startled, then lay back with a sigh of escaping breath.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Three

				Tuesday 1 November

				DI Damen Brook sipped his fourth tea of the day as the rain beat down outside his cottage. From the kitchen table, his daughter’s opened pack of cigarettes caught his eye, butts lined up like a row of handsome guardsmen. But, having emptied the ashtray, the lingering smell of stale tobacco doused any yearning he might harbour to reopen the door on his addiction. He closed the packet and dropped it in a drawer.

				The three empty wine bottles, however, he left on the kitchen table, determined to deploy them as a conversation starter. In the three nights of her visit, he and Terri had got through nine bottles of wine, and Brook knew for certain that he’d consumed no more than four glasses in total.

				After draining his tea, he slipped the blanket from his shoulders and padded to the door to look out beyond the porch to the early-morning blackness beyond. There was little to be seen beyond the dry-stone wall at the other side of the steep little back road that wound its way up from the centre of the village to his cottage.

				Low cloud covered Hartington, and though Brook wasn’t averse to yomping for hours in the rain, he knew Terri wouldn’t be so keen, even assuming she woke from her slumbers any time soon.

				Brook glanced at his watch. Nearly seven o’clock. He’d normally be out on his regular morning walk by now. In summer, between cases, that would involve a quick six miles following the banks of the Dove, turning off at the Manifold Valley stream then back to his cottage on the high roads along Reynards Lane. In the winter, nothing so fancy, and if he was on a case he might be pushed to get around the duck pond and back.

				He washed up and made another tea, taking his first sip as the letter box rattled. A moment later he dropped the bills on the table and examined the cheap envelope forwarded from his PO box.

				It wasn’t the familiar writing that caused him a flutter of anxiety but the thickness of the envelope. As part of an inducement to force a confession from a beaten opponent, and to bring closure to the families of victims, Brook had made a promise to play postal chess with an incarcerated serial killer, Edward Mullen. Too wary to provide an address, either electronic or geographic, he had insisted the games be conducted by letter, and only then with the filter of a post office box.

				But today, squeezing the envelope, he could feel it contained more than the habitual slip of cheap notepaper detailing a next move and an additional series of provisional moves dependent on Brook’s anticipated response. Very occasionally there’d been a line or two of text having a sly dig at the underhanded way Brook had ensnared his prey, but nothing too bitter. Unusually, Mullen was perfectly at ease, having swapped a house he dared not leave and couldn’t maintain for a secure prison cell and three squares a day.

				Mullen was an unprepossessing soul – meek and mild-mannered with a gentle but tortured intelligence – and to look at him it was difficult to accept that he was the Pied Piper, a serial killer who had abducted children and buried them alive in a home-made packing crate.

				The children were abducted over the course of decades and died a slow and agonising death, no one around to hear their plaintive sobs for help. But Mullen didn’t kill for kicks. He killed for company. For himself, yes, but also for a childhood friend who had died young at the hands of his own sister. For a while he’d scratched out a living as a medium and claimed, when caught, that he could see the ghosts of murder victims, clinging to their killers. Thus, each dead child represented eternal companionship for Mullen, and he was content to rot in Wakefield Prison with his coterie of young victims by his side.

				But today was different.

				Brook held an ear to the living room door. Terri was still snoring gently on the couch so he made his way to the tiny office, where a small square table supported a computer and a chessboard, the pieces scattered in mid-struggle.

				He sat with his tea and opened the envelope, the note with his opponent’s next move falling to the floor. He left it there while he opened out the two sheets of A4.

				Inspector Brook,

				I hope the screw that checks the outgoing mail has become so used to the routine of our little diversion that they’ll pay no mind to my monthly missive and allow these thoughts to reach you unmolested.

				Forgive the presumption, but I didn’t know who else to approach. It has been a couple of years since you put me in here, and living out my days in blissful seclusion from other inmates has left me plenty of time for reflection – when I’m not busy with my entourage of friends and acquaintance from across the divide, you understand. How is your little band of other-worldly companions, by the way? Do you think of them near you, reaching out to you in the dark from beyond the grave for reason and comfort? Do they rob you of your sleep?

				I digress. From our many (mostly enjoyable) conversations, I was convinced – despite your expressed cynicism and the deceitful way you outflanked me – of your moral probity and desire to get to the truth of a case. For that reason, I thought I’d lay out something that happened to me a month ago and which may interest you.

				In my section of the isolation block up here in Wakefield, as you may or may not be aware, there are four cells – mine and three others. As far as I can tell, two of them are used on an occasional basis to inflict solitary confinement on the dolts who can’t seem to accept their situation. A few days of sobbing and wailing and some sporadic rowdiness usually gives way to deeper introspection, at which point they are deemed calm enough to be moved back into general pop.

				At other times the temporary inhabitants of IB are those in immediate danger of reprisal after they’ve stolen drugs or fags or been the object of sexual violence from another inmate. These cons tend to be much quieter, and though they are understandably not keen to draw attention to themselves, I can usually pick up their self-pitying snuffling. (Really, the amount of grief caused by sex and drugs in this place is baffling, since inmates are theoretically helpless to acquire either. V. tedious.)

				Now I want to be clear that the dullards cooling their heels in IB wouldn’t normally be of interest to me despite their occasional requests for conversation and a sympathetic ear. I prefer my own company, as you know, and have never yet been minded to answer entreaties from neighbouring cells.

				However, this changed recently when I discovered that the third cell in the block, one I assumed to have been empty since my arrival, is in fact occupied and has been for several months. This was a surprise, because every time I’d been escorted to the yard for my solo perambulation, the door to Cell 3 had been closed and the grille steadfastly shut. I did wonder why, when the other two cells are invariably left open to freshen the air for the next resident.

				Well, now I know. The cell was occupied all along, and yet, oddly, I’d never heard a peep from its inmate, never a groan or a scream in the night, no face pressed to the grille seeking the solace of companionship craved by every other deadbeat who lands in IB.

				About a month ago, at the hour of my sky gazing, I was on the way to the yard when I noticed for the first time that the cell door was open, I assumed for cleaning.

				But when I paused to glance inside, I saw a young man sitting cross-legged on the floor. His eyes were closed almost in meditation and he paid me no attention. Nor was he interested in the prison guards, who I now realised were tossing his cell, which they’re prone to do from time to time in the block. God knows what they expect to find when we have limited access to the rest of the inmates, but I suppose they have their procedures.

				I was able to stop and watch for only a second before my own guard moved me on, but as I turned to continue to the yard, the young man opened his eyes and stared back at me. His gaze was cold and dead, and to my surprise, I recognised him. It was Luke Coulson.

				Doubtless you know the name, even though I know it wasn’t your case. I followed the trial with great interest earlier in the year – I still have the press cuttings – because Black Oak Farm is near Findern, a village where I liked to walk as a teenager when my family first moved to Derby. You’ll remember Coulson was convicted of murder and conspiracy to commit rape and murder at the farm. The owner, Monty Thorogood, and his wife Patricia were killed with a butcher knife and their daughter Reardon beaten and sexually assaulted before she escaped to raise the alarm.

				At his trial, his brief suggested that Coulson went along to the farm at the suggestion of Jonathan Jemson, a former boyfriend of Reardon and an old school friend who had a history of petty crime. According to counsel, Jemson told Coulson they were going to the farm to burglarise the safe on behalf of Ray Thorogood, Reardon’s wayward and debt-ridden brother, a young man who had apparently argued with his parents on numerous occasions about money.

				Well, you know the upshot. Coulson was convicted of murdering Reardon’s parents, as well as his co-conspirator, Jonathan Jemson, after which he ransacked the house for as much cash and jewellery as he could find before making his escape in the family Range Rover. After he was caught the same day, investigations began to lay bare the full extent of Ray Thorogood’s plan to murder his family and inherit the family fortune.

				According to text messages sent between Jemson and Ray, Coulson was to be recruited as a plausible fall guy to be blamed for the slaughter of the Thorogood family. The fact that he’d had a schoolboy crush on Reardon was the carrot to get him to the farm. For the plan to succeed, Jemson was supposed to dispatch the parents and then Ray’s sister. Coulson had to die at the scene and Jemson would make it appear that he died from injuries sustained in a struggle with Reardon but only after he’d struck the fatal blow against the poor girl.

				Then Jemson would set an ‘accidental’ fire, destroying any evidence of his presence, before escaping, leaving the dead Coulson to shoulder the blame as an obsessed lone killer. Ray would inherit a fortune and subsequently compensate Jemson from the proceeds.

				A brilliant conceit in many ways, but one the jury didn’t completely buy into. It didn’t help that Coulson refused to testify on his own behalf, even though his brief argued that his client was in fact Reardon’s saviour. According to his version, Coulson walked in on Jemson in the commission of a rape and as a result became so enraged that he murdered Jemson to save Reardon from harm.

				Of course the prosecution could point to the fact that Coulson was already covered in blood when he killed Jemson, having just savagely murdered Mr and Mrs Thorogood. Failing to mount a defence, or even deny his guilt, Coulson was duly convicted of all three murders.

				A fascinating tale of slaughter and mayhem, the kind you usually hear about in America, taking place in sleepy Derbyshire. Three people dead, a young girl sexually assaulted and traumatised and a feckless brother on the run in Spain, if the papers are to be believed.

				You’re probably wondering what this has to do with me. Do you remember my gift? Of course you do. All those child murderers I brought to justice, their accumulated victims standing beside them, reaching out from an unquiet grave to demand answers. I see the baggage a killer carries with him through life, Inspector. I see my friend Billy with the new companions I harvested for him. I see his murdering sister, ageless, always by his side with her own coterie of demons, and the company is a great comfort when I wake.

				You’re shaking your head, aren’t you? Perhaps you’ve forgotten how easily I could identify your own special companion, stranded in purgatory, waiting for you to explain yourself. Would you like to know who haunts Luke Coulson? Don’t pretend you’re not interested. Let me waste no more of your valuable time – the official account of the murders is completely wrong. Your DI Ford, who let me slip through his fingers, has triumphed again. Luke didn’t kill the Thorogoods. He did kill Jemson, of that there is no doubt, but he didn’t slay the mother and father because they’re not with him, bound to him in eternity looking for an explanation for the violence done to them. Somebody else killed the Thorogoods, Inspector, and it appears they’ve got away with it.

				So why am I telling you all this? I hear you ask. Because you’re the Great Detective, Brook. I know you care about justice and can’t rest until you have all the answers, and the mere thought of you enduring all that angst and torment pleases me enormously. I look forward to when you’re finally in the cell next to mine and you can tell me all about it.

				Well there you are. A mystery befitting your talents – something for you to get your teeth into and hopefully distract you from our little tussles. My latest move is enclosed and you know where we are if you want to talk further. I won’t hold my breath. I’m sure there’ll be plenty of office politics to prevent you poking your nose into a colleague’s case. From the little I saw of DI Ford, his arrogance and conceit were in direct contrast to his talents as a detective. The least you should do is come and talk to Coulson and try to winkle out his version of events. I know from personal experience how good you are at getting people to talk.

				And if you do happen by, bring a bottle of you know what. The warden may not like our little arrangement but he’s never threatened to dishonour it thus far. Sweet dreams.

				Edward

				Brook’s mobile began to vibrate and he was happy to toss the pages on the table. It was Detective Sergeant John Noble.

				Brook hesitated. ‘I’m on leave, John.’

				‘Enjoying yourself?’

				‘Very much,’ lied Brook.

				‘How’s Terri?’

				‘She’s fine,’ he lied again. ‘She asked after you.’

				‘Oh?’

				‘I told her you were fine.’

				‘Not sure you’ve got this small talk thing off pat yet.’

				‘And on that note,’ prompted Brook.

				Noble hesitated. ‘Two more bodies. Similar scene to last month’s double homicide in Breadsall. Shot through the heart.’

				‘Where?’

				‘Boulton Moor. Eastern edge of the city, near the A50 link road.’

				‘I know where it is. What of it?’

				‘Don’t you want to know details?’

				‘If it’s the same as last month, I’m assuming it’s a gay couple, tied up and killed in their home,’ answered Brook.

				‘So you have been following it.’

				‘There was something on the radio.’ Brook looked towards the darkened lounge. No hint of Terri stirring. ‘Why are you ringing me, John? If there’s a clear link to the Breadsall killings, that’s Frank Ford’s case. Not mine and not yours.’

				There was a pause at the other end of the line.

				‘The thing is, Ford is four weeks from retirement.’

				‘By my calculation, that still makes him a serving officer.’

				‘That’s just it,’ said Noble. ‘If we’re looking at a series, Frank will have to hand it off, so the Chief Super is standing him down. He wants you on it from the get-go.’ Brook winced but didn’t react. Noble often teased him over his aversion to transatlantic vocabulary. ‘He says you’re his go-to guy.’

				Brook sighed. ‘And is Chief Superintendent Charlton American?’

				‘Feel free to ask him.’

				‘How sure are you about the MO?’

				A hesitation. ‘Certain.’

				‘You don’t sound certain.’

				Noble hesitated again. ‘Method is close but there’s a difference in victimology. The latest couple had been married for over fifty years.’

				‘Fifty years?’ exclaimed Brook. ‘Last month’s victims were gay men, John.’

				Noble sighed. ‘I know. Look, Read and Smee were added to Frank’s team while we were quiet. They think the method is almost identical.’

				‘Think? Almost?’

				‘Charlton wants you on board,’ said Noble decisively. ‘The thing is, Ford lost the plot last month and went overboard looking for a gay sex killer when a sexual motive wasn’t indicated. Caused a lot of bad feeling in some circles. Well, you can imagine.’ He fell silent, a tactic he’d learned from Brook, waiting out witnesses who would eventually start babbling to fill the awkward silence.

				Brook blew out a long breath. ‘Do you know how long it took to get my daughter to visit?’

				‘Is there a prize for guessing?’ replied Noble.

				‘John . . .’

				‘Look, your leave is over in a few days. I’ve told the Chief Super I can run the day-to-day until then, but he wants you down as SIO and I knew you wouldn’t want your name on it without taking a look.’ While Brook searched for the excuse his daughter would need, Noble waited a beat before playing his final card. ‘I can call Ford. He could be here in four hours.’

				Brook emitted his one-note laugh. Ford’s reluctance to drag himself to a crime scene outside office hours was legendary in Derby CID. ‘Address?’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Four

				The rain began to fall as Brook turned off the ring road on to the A6 towards Boulton Moor, a small outpost at the south-eastern extremity of Derby. Beyond the clump of houses clinging to the city boundary were green fields, cleaved only by the A6, heading to the A50 out to the airport and the M1 in the east and Stoke in the west.

				Brook turned on to Shardlow Lane, with its small estate of tidy modern houses and bungalows. His creaky BMW didn’t have satnav so he held the directions in his left hand but crumpled them on to the passenger seat when he saw the first squad car blocking the approach to a short cul-de-sac. Swathes of police tape were still being unravelled, cordoning off the whole street to allow room for police vehicles, scientific support cars and an ambulance.

				As Brook pulled up, he saw DS Rachel Caskey on her way back to her car, face like thunder. Spotting Brook, she glared in his direction, appearing to mutter something before angling her walk towards the BMW. Brook pretended not to notice and pressed his ID to the driver’s window. Fortunately the uniformed constable was already lifting the tape so Brook drove on and manoeuvred his battered car next to Dr Higginbottom’s sleek Mercedes.

				He glanced across at the murder house. A middle-aged man was leaning against a chunky SUV, his face ashen, eyes locked into a thousand-yard stare. DS Rob Morton stood next to him, prompting him with questions, jotting down mumbled answers into a notebook, trying to load sympathy into his probing expression. A second later, Morton snapped his notebook closed and touched the man on the arm, guiding him towards DC Smee and a nearby patrol car.

				Another citizen’s thoughts forever scarred by sudden and inexplicable violence.

				Brook stepped from his car and headed for the small semi-detached redbrick. Scene-of-crime officers in protective suits and blue gloves walked back and forth along the front path of a tiny garden through an open door, carrying equipment in and bagged exhibits out.

				‘I hope you’re happy, Inspector.’

				Brook turned to see Caskey advancing towards him. She was medium height, a little younger than Noble, wearing an expensive suit and cream gabardine. Brook stared impassively into her brown eyes. ‘Sergeant?’ he said, enunciating clearly. He wasn’t a great believer in hierarchy, but when confrontation reared its head, he found it a useful ally.

				Caskey hesitated, appearing to sense that a confrontation with a senior detective wasn’t the best career move. When she spoke, her voice was controlled, making the point, no more. ‘I wondered if you were happy about taking over DI Ford’s case.’ Brook prompted her with an eyebrow. ‘Sir.’

				‘Two people are dead, Sergeant. How happy should I be?’

				She hesitated. ‘This’ll finish him, you know.’

				Brook held Caskey’s gaze. He’d heard good things since her transfer from Kent a couple of years before. ‘Lucky him.’

				Caskey considered another remark but apparently thought better of it, turning without further ado and trudging silently back to her car. On the way she glanced at the small knot of onlookers gathering at the edge of the tape and was held for a second. Brook followed her gaze to a burly, well-built man in his late thirties dressed in tatty, paint-stained fatigues and combat jacket. The man noticed Caskey looking, lowered his head and began to move away. Caskey hesitated, then apparently came to a decision. She glanced back at the murder house before ducking into her car and driving away.

				Out of the corner of his eye, Brook watched the man in the fatigues pause before returning to the tape, shoulders hunched over against the drizzle, hands buried deep in pockets. He made a mental note, then turned to run a practised eye over the crime scene, the front yard gravelled for low maintenance, the modern front door made of generic uPVC for the same reason. A grey plastic wheelie bin sat on the pavement outside the property.

				‘Sir.’ DC Anka Banach held out a protective suit and overshoes.

				‘Angie,’ replied Brook, taking off his jacket to toss in the car and pulling on the oversized suit with difficulty. ‘What have we got?’

				‘Victims are Albert and Edith Gibson, married pensioners, both late seventies, both shot to death.’

				Brook sensed something unsaid. ‘That it?’

				‘DS Noble said not to give impressions before you’d clocked the scene.’

				‘You’re on probation. Call it on-the-job training.’

				Banach sighed. ‘It’s a strange one. They’re just sitting there like they’re watching TV, two frail pensioners in a Derby suburb shot through the heart, execution-style. It doesn’t make sense.’

				‘Any sign of a struggle?’

				‘None.’

				‘Robbery?’

				‘Nothing obvious. The whole thing seems excessive.’

				Brook pulled on the overshoes and stood, panting from the effort. ‘You’d be happier if they’d been beaten with a crowbar and their house ransacked.’

				‘No, but at least we’d know we’re looking for a local addict or a burglar with a short fuse.’ She shrugged. ‘It jars, that’s all.’

				‘How much violent death have you seen?’ said Brook.

				‘Apart from Animal Farm last year, not a lot. My share of stiffs on the beat, obviously, especially the elderly, sealed in their homes until a neighbour realises the curtains have been closed for weeks.’

				‘I used to hate those,’ said Brook, staring sightlessly at his own past and all too plausible future. ‘My first year in west London, there was an old couple. The husband had died but his wife wouldn’t leave him. She just sat with him holding his hand – not eating or drinking, literally willing herself to death rather than face life without him.’ He nodded at the house. ‘They smartly dressed?’

				‘They are,’ nodded Banach, impressed. ‘Clutching photographs of loved ones on their laps.’

				‘Then they made some kind of peace with the world. Maybe they had health problems.’

				‘It’s not a murder-suicide.’

				‘Pity. At least that way they’d be making their own choices.’

				‘That’s very harsh,’ replied Banach.

				‘Is it? You see as many bodies as I have, Angie, you realise that any kind of choice about how your life ends is like winning the lottery.’

				‘Well, it’s definitely murder. For one thing, the weapon’s gone, and—’

				‘That’s plenty, Angie,’ smiled Brook. ‘Leave me some work to do.’ Looking beyond her, he scoured the throng of local bystanders watching from beyond the tape. The young chatted excitedly, filming and taking pictures; the old were sombre and uneasy – their natural state. The man Caskey had spotted stood out, staring hard at the house, concentration unwavering. ‘How’s the canvass going?’

				‘See no evil, hear no evil,’ replied Banach.

				‘Keep at it. See if anyone gives off the vibe. And keep an eye on those hanging off the perimeter, particularly the guy with the zombie stare at two o’clock.’

				She glanced briefly at the onlooker, then back at Brook. ‘Fatigues? Got him.’

				‘If this is part of a series . . .’

				Banach nodded. ‘Serials like to inflate their sense of superiority by watching us chasing our tails.’

				‘You’ve been reading books,’ teased Brook.

				‘Can’t support your goddaughter on a DC’s salary.’

				‘And how is the lovely Katja?’ beamed Brook.

				‘I’ve got pictures, if you’d like.’

				‘You know me so well,’ he replied, marching quickly towards the house.

				Brook stood with Noble at the edge of the brightly decorated room, applying a eucalyptus gel under his nostrils. He stared unblinking at the elderly couple, seated in adjacent armchairs, torsos stiffened by death, hands and arms linked as much as pain had allowed, heads almost touching in an unintended declaration of affection. Their necks and faces were starting to bloat from decomposition, mouths slackened and eyes milky from the post-mortem breakdown of potassium in the red blood cells. What skin Brook could see was white from blood loss but with a tinge of yellow and green. This, and the ripening smell, suggested the Gibsons had lain undiscovered for at least a couple of days, probably longer.

				And Banach was right. The pair had dressed smartly, Mr Gibson wearing shirt and tie, his wife a bright floral dress, their ensemble ruined only by the blood, now bone dry on their clothes.

				Scene-of-crime officers drifted in and out of his vision, oblivious to spectators as they did their work without fuss, ticking off their allotted tasks until Dr Higginbottom, the police surgeon, had finished his examination and they could swarm back round the victims, filming and photographing the corpses before bagging hands and heads.

				‘Restraints?’ asked Brook softly.

				‘Not when we got here, and there are no marks or bruises to suggest any,’ said Noble. ‘They wouldn’t have needed much restraining.’

				‘Any clue on make of gun?’

				Noble shook his head. ‘None. The entry wounds don’t look exotic, though, and if it’s the same as Breadsall, we’re looking at a standard semi-automatic. Maybe a Sig or a Glock,’ he added, before Brook could ask.

				‘I’ll take your word for it. Entry?’

				‘No signs of a break-in. We’re assuming front door access for now. It was unlocked, the key still in the lock.’

				‘So they let the killer in,’ nodded Brook.

				‘Unless they kept their door unlocked and he just marched in, but the son says they were security-conscious.’

				‘Someone they knew, then, or a neighbour with a grudge and access to a gun,’ said Brook. ‘Easy enough to check. Any known villains or ex-military in the neighbourhood?’

				‘Cooper’s doing background. But they wouldn’t let in a neighbour they didn’t get on with, would they?’

				‘Easy enough to insist with a weapon,’ said Brook. He looked at the Gibsons, dressed in their cheap finery, and frowned. ‘But this is no grudge killing. Too clinical. Whoever did this didn’t hate them, and if I had to decide right now, I’d say he probably didn’t even know them.’

				‘Which makes access more problematic,’ nodded Noble. ‘Unless he’s faking officialdom. Some random con artist holding a cereal-packet sheriff’s badge. Or maybe council, utilities, postman.’

				‘I doubt the killer called during daylight hours.’

				‘And a con artist would be robbing the place,’ nodded Noble.

				‘No sign of that?’

				‘Nope. There’s even an envelope full of cash in the bedroom.’ He hesitated.

				‘Go on.’

				‘I had a quick scan of the main points from the Breadsall killing.’

				‘And?’

				‘The post-mortem found the killer used handcuffs. Once the victims were secured, they were tied with rope and the cuffs removed,’ said Noble.

				‘It’s not hard to get access to police kit these days,’ concluded Brook. Noble shrugged. ‘Any similar bruising on Mr and Mrs Gibson’s wrists?’

				‘Nothing,’ said Noble. ‘It would be showing by now.’

				‘Remind me about the Breadsall vics,’ said Brook.

				‘They were younger. Both male. Not spring chickens, but a lot fitter. The Gibsons would have been easier to handle.’

				‘Any hints from Higginbottom on time of death?’ asked Brook.

				‘No, but it smells like three days to me.’

				‘Which would put it at the weekend,’ said Brook. ‘What about relatives?’

				‘Just their son,’ said Noble. ‘He owns the property, found the bodies first thing this morning.’

				‘I saw him outside. He looked convincingly shocked. Anything in the rest of the house?’

				‘No sign of forced doors or windows, no drawers and wardrobes tipped out – the place is untouched.’

				‘You mentioned cash.’

				‘Four hundred pounds in twenties.’

				‘Nice round figure.’

				‘There’s some jewellery in the bedroom, watches too, though it’s mostly tinsel.’ He looked at Brook. ‘There is one weird thing, in the kitchen.’

				Brook stood at the Belfast sink and stared at the tray on the work surface. Two empty champagne flutes stood next to a half-finished bottle. He leaned in to sniff at the dregs. ‘Vintage champagne.’

				‘You’re a champagne expert now.’

				‘It says so on the bottle,’ replied Brook, before catching Noble’s grin. ‘Very funny.’

				‘So what do you think – a celebration of some kind?’

				‘Looks like it. But was it for the victims?’ Brook noticed the third flute, washed and upturned on the drainer. ‘Or the killer?’

				‘Could have been opened before the attack.’

				‘Three glasses, two Gibsons,’ said Brook.

				‘So maybe all three raised a glass before the deed.’

				Brook raised an eyebrow. ‘Last month?’

				‘Nothing about champagne in the reports I read,’ replied Noble.

				‘Bag the glasses for the labs in Hucknall, John. Maybe the killer didn’t wash his flute as thoroughly as he should.’

				Noble gestured to one of the SOCOs. ‘Okay, Col.’

				While Col bagged the washed glass and labelled the bag, Brook moved to a calendar on the back of the kitchen door. With a gloved hand, he examined the sparse entries for October beneath a wide-eyed tabby kitten, before checking September and August in turn. He read each handwritten entry then leafed forward to November. ‘Nothing here except doctor’s appointments. Wedding anniversary end of August, no birthdays.’

				‘There wouldn’t be. The dates are months away,’ said Noble. ‘Their birth certificates are upstairs in a drawer. Marriage, too.’

				‘No cause for champagne on there. They might have been celebrating absent friends or relatives.’

				‘Or something unofficial, something not on the calendar, like the anniversary of their first meeting.’

				‘Possible,’ said Brook. ‘But that’s expensive fizz.’

				‘And apart from half a bottle of sherry, not another drop of alcohol in the house,’ said Noble. ‘I’m betting the killer brought it. Maybe the glasses as well.’

				Brook’s eye was caught by a small board sporting four cup hooks, one of which held a padlock key. The back door was locked, with the key in the lock. ‘This key was in the lock when we arrived?’

				‘Same as the front,’ said Noble. ‘But the front door was unlocked when the son arrived.’

				‘According to him.’ Noble shrugged his agreement. ‘He has his own key?’

				‘He owns the property, so yes,’ said Noble. ‘Didn’t need to use it, though.’

				‘And he walked in on his parents shot to death,’ said Brook.

				‘Right. He had the stare on him, but he held up well enough,’ answered Noble. ‘He was able to answer questions, and at some length.’ Brook shot him an enquiring glance. ‘Just saying.’

				‘It’s not the son,’ declared Brook. They returned to the lounge and Brook noticed a SOCO dropping a remote control into an evidence bag. He turned to Noble for an explanation.

				‘I was coming to that,’ said Noble gravely. ‘Gibson Junior said music was playing when he walked in.’

				‘He turned it off?’ asked Brook.

				‘So he says. Natural enough.’

				Brook’s mouth tightened. ‘What kind of music?’

				‘Classical.’ Noble was tentative with his next utterance. ‘Reminded me of the Reaper. The music, the element of celebration at the kill.’

				Brook nodded at the Gibsons. ‘The Reaper only killed petty criminals and their offspring, and he preferred a scalpel to a gun.’

				‘Prefers a scalpel,’ said Noble, trying to catch Brook’s eye. ‘He’s still out there, remember.’

				‘As you say,’ replied Brook, turning away. ‘But it’s not the Reaper. He left messages for us. In blood.’

				Noble shrugged. ‘His last recorded kill was in Derby.’

				‘Fine,’ said Brook. ‘Check with the neighbours, see if the Gibsons were a public nuisance and get Cooper to check if they have form.’

				Noble strode away, reaching for his radio. ‘Angie. Get the canvass to ask specifically if the Gibsons were problem neighbours, any antisocial activity or small-scale offending, the sort that might not be reported to us.’ Her response crackled. ‘I don’t know. Disputes about parking a car, cutting a hedge or late-night noise. You know the drill.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Five

				Higginbottom snapped his bag closed and stepped away from the two corpses, glancing at Brook before leaving the room. Brook accepted the invitation and followed the doctor towards the relative cheer of the street.
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