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			WHAT WOULD YOU DO TO SAVE YOUR LOVED ONE? AND DO YOU KNOW WHO SHE REALLY IS?

			 

			They took your fiancée.

			They framed you for murder.

			 

			You’re given one chance to save her.

			To clear your name.

			You must kill someone for them.

			 

			They give you the time and place.

			The weapon. The target.

			You have less than 24 hours.

			 

			You only know that no-one can be trusted . . . and nothing is what it seems.

			 

			A masterclass in page-turning suspense, this twisting and addictive read will leave you guessing until the very last chapter.
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			‘Simon Kernick is one of the most reliable purveyors of the edge-of-your-seat thriller . . . gives a more powerful adrenaline rush than an EpiPen’ Sunday Express

			 

			‘Pace, pace, pace is what Simon Kernick does best’ Daily Mirror

			 

			‘Thriller-meister Simon Kernick’s standalone books are always worth picking up’ Sunday Sport
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			and support all the way through.

		

	
		
			prologue

			DCI Cameron Doyle

			Justice. I’ve spent a thirty-year career being paid to uphold it. I’ve had successes, sure. I’ve put no fewer than twenty-­six killers behind bars, as well as numerous other lowlifes who’ve committed serious crimes. But almost to a man and woman, the people I sent down were either poor, desperate or, in some cases, just downright stupid.

			The truly successful criminals, the ones with the money and the power, they’ve always been a far harder proposition. They’ve got the resources to fend you off time and time again. Eventually your bosses tire of the fight and decide to leave them in search of easier targets. That’s how it works, especially when success in police work is all based on performance targets.

			But that’s not how I work. Call me old-fashioned, but I never give up. I’m patient. I’m methodical. And in the end, I get there. However long it takes.

			And I’m here now. Ready to close the curtain on a case that’s been troubling me for a long, long time. I’ve got three murder suspects in this police station, and a trail of dead bodies. I need to hear from each suspect what happened in the twenty-four hours leading up to their arrest. I want to let them tell it their way, with as little interruption as possible. Give them the rope to hang themselves.

			Because right now, I think they’re all lying.
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			Matt

			A word to the wise. Appreciate every waking second of your life. Breathe in the fresh air. Smell the roses. Don’t put off things that’ll make you happy. Do the stuff on your bucket list. Now. Don’t waste your time with worry. Pretty much everything you’ve ever worried about never happened.

			So live.

			Jesus, live. Because let me tell you this. Even if you think your life’s a long line of disappointments, it can always get worse. Much, much worse.

			And it can all happen in an instant. Like it did that night.

			It was just short of 1 a.m. when I got out of the car with a yawn and walked to the front door of the cottage. The rain had stopped but a chill November wind still blew hard across the fields. A light was on in the living room, though I knew Kate wouldn’t still be up. She was an early bird. It was rare that she ever lasted past 11, especially now she was pregnant. She might be only a couple of months gone, but she’d suffered a lot from morning sickness, which was one of the reasons we’d returned home to England for a few months, so we could get access to the best healthcare.

			I was in a good mood as I went inside. I remember that. Thinking that I’d had a good evening in London, that life was going well. That I had a lot to look forward to.

			I locked the door behind me and took off my shoes, cutting the light and using the dying embers from the open fire to guide me as I crept through the living room, trying not to make a noise. Kate was a light sleeper, and she wouldn’t take kindly to being woken. I hadn’t given her a time I’d be back from London – we don’t have the kind of relationship where we have to be in each other’s pockets – but I knew this was on the late side, so I took the stairs one at a time with exaggerated slowness, trying in vain to stop them creaking and whining beneath my feet. That was the problem with character cottages. They never shut up.

			Our bedroom door was open a foot and I tiptoed past it into the bathroom. I washed my face and cleaned my teeth, and even stopped for a few moments to smile at my reflection in the mirror. ‘We’ve come a long way, you and me,’ I whispered. Which was true. We had. Thirty-six years. Some big ups, some even bigger downs. And then finally, when all looked lost, the biggest up of them all. Falling in love, against the odds, and starting a whole new life in the sunshine.

			I took off my clothes in the bathroom, switched off the light and slipped into our bedroom, gently closing the door behind me and listening, just to be on the safe side, for the telltale sound of Kate’s breathing as she slept.

			Except I couldn’t hear it.

			The window frame was rattling a little from the wind and I wondered if that was obscuring the noise, because she was definitely in bed. I could see her in the darkness. She was almost completely covered by the duvet, though I could make out the bulge of her figure under it, her head poking out of the top.

			But she wasn’t moving. At all. Not even when one of the floorboards creaked loudly under my bare foot.

			This was a result. She was sleeping heavily for once.

			Gently I pulled up my side of the duvet and lay down in the bed, stifling a yawn, feeling that warm pleasure at the prospect of sleep.

			And felt it immediately. A cold, clammy wetness on my arm.

			Frowning, I slid my hand across the sheet. It was soaking, yet Kate still wasn’t moving.

			Something was wrong.

			I lifted my hand from under the duvet, saw the darkness of the stain on my palm, and cried out. ‘Oh Jesus.’

			Instinctively I grabbed Kate’s shoulder, which was when I realised she was wearing a coat.

			‘Kate? Kate?’ I shook her. Nothing.

			Panicking, I reached over and switched on the light, blinking against the sudden brightness, and yanked back the covers.

			She was lying on her front, fully clothed, her head turned sideways towards me, pale blue eyes staring blankly into space.

			I’d never seen a corpse before, but straight away I knew the woman in front of me was dead.

			But the thing was, it wasn’t Kate.
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			Kate

			If you’ve never been in a situation like this before, you just can’t understand it. I’ll be blunt. It was absolutely terrifying.

			The nightmare started just like that. Bang. I literally woke with a start, and realised that I was being flung around in complete darkness in a suffocating confined space. I tried to open my eyes but couldn’t. Then tried to open my mouth. I couldn’t do that either. I was utterly disorientated, with an intense throbbing pain between my eyes.

			For another confused few seconds I couldn’t compute what was going on. My first thought was that I was in some incredibly vivid dream, where I could actually experience pain and discomfort. Then, as my head banged against something metal and hollow, and the artificial sound of an engine forced its way into my consciousness, it finally dawned on me that I was being transported somewhere in the boot of a car.

			My first thought was my baby. I’m two months pregnant. He or she – and I have a gut feeling it’s a she, don’t ask me why – will be my first child, and already I felt that intense, indescribable bond with her that I’ve heard about from so many mothers. Without thinking, I tried to reach for my belly to protect her from all the violent movements, but I couldn’t do that either. I was lying bunched up in a tight foetal position, with my hands tied painfully behind my back and my feet bound together. I was also blindfolded and gagged.

			And that was when the panic set in. I wanted to throw up, and that made me even more scared, because I knew that if I did, then the gag would cause me to choke on my own vomit. My breathing was getting faster and faster, and I felt close to hyperventilating for the first time in years.

			I had to calm down. But you try it when one minute you’re flat out asleep, the next you’re trussed up going God knows where. It’s a lot easier said than done. I could feel everything running away from me. I had to slow my breathing. For the baby’s sake.

			Calm, calm, breathe slowly, I kept telling myself, like one of those crappy mindfulness apps that rich Pilates-loving women of a certain age all seem to have. Take stock. Think positive.

			I tried to. It felt almost impossible. And yet . . . A chink of hope popped into my head like a light switching on. Because I was still alive, and if whoever had snatched me from my bed wanted me dead, I’d be dead. Simple as that.

			The thought went a very small way to consoling me, and I finally felt my breathing come back under control.

			I could tell that I was still in my silk pyjamas, but a thick blanket had been placed over the top of me, presumably to keep me warm. Again this meant I was better to them living and breathing.

			And obviously, the most important thing was to keep it that way.

			All my life I’ve had to fight. I grew up in a single-parent family where we had next to no money. According to my mum – who basically told me nothing else about him – my dad wasn’t interested in having anything to do with me. And my mum’s boyfriends (and there were quite a few of them) tended to just come and go, passing through as if she was just a tired port of call on the voyage to better things. But while they were there, they tended to treat both of us with varying degrees of contempt. In other words, there wasn’t a lot of love to go around and I grew up harder than people think.

			As a consequence, I don’t scare easily.

			I tried to remember how I’d got here. My last memory was heading up to bed. I’d spent the evening at home in our new rental cottage while Matt was catching up with old friends in London. He hadn’t asked me to go with him, and I would have said no anyway. On a wet, miserable November night, the last thing I needed was to traipse up to town. Instead, I’d relaxed by the fire, watched some crap TV and read my book – a hard-boiled thriller I wasn’t really enjoying. Then I’d headed for bed at about 10.30, 11, something like that, leaving the light on downstairs for Matt.

			I’d locked the doors. I remember that.

			I’d read some more, turned out the lights and gone to sleep. Then what?

			I racked my brains. It was a huge effort. My head was killing me, a heavy white pain, accompanied by a terrible raging thirst and an unpleasant chemical smell in the still air of the boot.

			That smell. It was suddenly familiar.

			I remembered waking up from a light sleep, almost before I’d really gone under, and sensing the presence of someone else in the room, thinking it was Matt . . .

			And the next second a silhouetted figure looming out of the darkness, thrusting a wet cloth with the same chemical odour I was smelling now – but much stronger – over my nose and mouth. I had another vague memory of struggling violently against whoever was holding me down, but I couldn’t honestly say for certain whether it was real or imagined.

			And that was it.

			God knows how much time had passed. Ten minutes. Two hours. As I lay there bracing myself for bumps in the road, the car made a sharp turn and stopped. A car door opened, then I heard a gate opening with a whine.

			Now we were travelling up a gravel track in a gentle curve. I calculated the distance, knowing that any information I could get might assist me later. Fifty metres. One hundred. Going fairly slowly.

			The car stopped and the engine was cut. Two doors opened. Which meant two kidnappers.

			I took a deep breath, swallowed. Waiting. Scared of what was going to happen next.

			The boot opened and I felt two pairs of hands on me, one yanking off the blanket, the other untying my feet. I was hauled from the car into a strong wind that my silk pyjamas, bought in tropical Colombo, did nothing to protect me from.

			I shivered violently, making muffled sounds beneath the gag, hoping they’d have some pity and remove it.

			The blanket was thrust back round my shoulders and my feet untied, but no attempt was made to remove the gag or the blindfold. They led me, each one holding an arm, for a distance I counted as thirty-six steps before they stopped again. Neither of them spoke. I tried to smell them. That way I’d be able to detect whether or not they were male or female, but the lingering chemical smell in my nostrils was playing havoc with my senses. I managed to bump against the one on my left, immediately bouncing off, estimating that he was a stocky male, two or three inches taller than me, so about five ten. Both had firm grips, making me think the one on my right was a man too.

			The one on the left temporarily let go of me as I heard him unlock a door. I never seriously considered running. Where the hell was I going to go with a blindfold on and my hands tied behind my back? There was no way I was going to risk hurting my baby.

			I remained utterly passive, my heart thumping hard in my chest as I was led inside. I immediately caught a whiff of damp and smoke, strong enough that it overpowered the chemical smell in my nostrils. It was as cold in there as it was outside. That told me something important. Not only had they got into our locked cottage, but they’d found a building nearby to hold me in. Judging by the silence on the walk from the car, it was suitably out of the way. This kidnap had been well planned by people who knew what they were doing. More importantly, if they were holding me here, it meant they weren’t intending to kill me yet. They wanted something from me first.

			Bide your time, I repeated to myself as I was led slowly through the building, down a corridor, through a door and then up half a dozen steps onto what felt from the sound it was making beneath my feet like some sort of wooden stage.

			They brought me to a halt and turned me round so I was facing the other way. The man on the left moved away for a few seconds before returning and slipping something over my head.

			I was still telling myself to stay calm. That there would be a way out of this. Right until the moment the rope tightened around my throat.

			Which was when I realised it was a noose.
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			Matt

			The woman lying dead in the bed that I shared with my fiancée was young. Early thirties, with dark brown hair tied into a ponytail, and still wearing a pair of black-framed glasses. Her clothes were ordinary. A dark blue puffa jacket, jeans, black trainers. She was lying on her front with her head angled sideways and her arms down by her sides. It was clear that she’d been placed in that position and then covered with the sheets.

			It looked like her throat had been roughly cut. From the depth and width of the wound, it could only have been caused by a large knife. Semi-dried blood had leaked onto her collar and jacket, and a large pool had formed on the sheets round the upper half of her body. There were splatter marks all over the duvet cover and the headboard, as if she’d been standing facing the bed when the attack had happened.

			I couldn’t bear to look at her for more than a second at a time . . . yet my eyes were drawn to her like magnets. I was shocked; I was confused; but I also felt a guilty sense of relief that it wasn’t my fiancée lying there.

			But this left its own mystery. Where was Kate?

			I looked round the room. There was no sign of any kind of struggle. Everything was as it should have been. The book she’d been reading – a thriller with an attractive but hard-looking woman on the front cover – was open face-down on the bedside table, next to a half-drunk glass of water that would definitely have been upended in a fight.

			But I was certain she wouldn’t have gone out alone at this time of night either. We had two rental cars, and hers – a white Audi A3 – had been parked outside when I’d got home. Even so, I switched out the light and walked to the window, pulling back the curtain and looking out across the field that ran along the side of the house. There was no one there. The field was waterlogged from all the rain of the last few days, making it close to impassable. I opened the window and poked my head out so I could see into the back garden, just in case she’d decided – which would be completely out of character – to take a wander in the middle of the night. She hadn’t.

			I was pulling my head back in when I spotted something through the trees lining the end of the field. It was an unfamiliar parked car. I couldn’t see the make or the colour, but it was the first time I’d seen a car in that spot in the six days we’d been in this cottage.

			I closed the window and switched the light back on, deliberately turning away from the woman’s body. I didn’t want to look at her as I paced the room, trying to figure out what on earth was going on.

			Someone must have taken Kate. The same person who’d murdered the woman in our bed. That was the only logical explanation I could think of.

			But why? We were an ordinary couple. There was nothing that exciting about us. We ran a small boutique hotel together in an old plantation house up in the hills of western Sri Lanka, part owning it with a Sri Lankan businessman. We made enough money to live comfortably, but not a huge amount. We’d lived there together for just over a year and had been back in the UK for less than a week. During that time we’d had very little interaction with anyone, barring my trip to town that night, not even our neighbours in the village. We had no enemies that I was aware of. There was no reason for any of this.

			And yet clearly for someone there was.

			I forced myself to look down at the dead woman properly for the first time. I noticed that she had a phone clutched in her right hand. I didn’t want to touch it. I didn’t want to touch her either. The sight of her lying there – a corpse that only a few hours ago had been a living, breathing person with hopes and dreams and memories, and her whole life in front of her – made me feel nauseous. And yet I needed to know what was going on.

			The phone had to have been deliberately placed in her hand by someone. Which meant it would provide a clue.

			I reached down towards it, trying hard not to think about what I was doing.

			And then immediately jumped back as, without warning, it started ringing: the ringtone a loud, old-fashioned car horn sound that would have sounded faintly ludicrous if it wasn’t for the fact that the phone was vibrating in the woman’s soft dead hand.

			It rang once, twice. Three times. If I picked it up, I could find out who she was. But it also meant that I’d have to tell the person at the other end what had happened to her. It occurred to me that, with her body in our bed, I was a potential suspect in her murder.

			The phone kept ringing. Curiosity was killing me. Who was she? Why was she here?

			The ringing stopped as suddenly as it had begun. After a few seconds’ pause, I found some gloves in one of the drawers and put them on, then reached down and gently tugged the phone from her grip. It came free easily. Rigor mortis had yet to set in, which I guessed meant that she hadn’t been dead very long. But then I knew that from the way the blood hadn’t yet dried completely. For all I knew, it might only have been a matter of minutes.

			Which meant the killer could still be here.

			I listened but could hear nothing bar the wind. I told myself that if the killer was still here he’d have ambushed me when I’d come in – and he hadn’t.

			Even so, I looked behind me towards the door, just in case someone was lurking beyond it, before examining the phone.

			The missed call was from an unidentified number. The phone itself was a Huawei smartphone, and when I pressed the home button, it immediately opened to reveal a screen containing the usual apps: weather, photos. I checked the pictures. There were none. I went to the list of contacts. Again, nothing. Then I saw an unread text message. There was no number, just the name of the sender. Matt Walters.

			Me.

			I swallowed audibly and opened the message, reading it slowly, with a growing sense of dread.

			This phone is secure. Only I have the number. Use the Tor browser app already installed to go to the following site. 1298aband4141qq3.onion. You will get the answers you’re looking for there.

			I didn’t know much about the dark web, but what I did know was that it was where bad things happened. Throwing the covers back over the dead woman so I didn’t have to keep looking at her, I quickly located the browser on the phone – the need to know what was going on stronger than my fear of what I might see – and followed the instructions from the message.

			At first it simply showed a blank black screen. Then something appeared to start loading. A few seconds later, an image appeared that I knew immediately would stay with me for the rest of my life.

			Kate was standing on what appeared to be a stage. The room was illuminated by two bright lights in the background. She was dressed only in her pastel silk pyjamas and shaking visibly. I remember thinking how beautiful she’d looked when I’d left for London that afternoon – lean, more athletic than petite, with her soft feminine features, the sprinkle of freckles across her nose and cheeks, and her hair the colour of autumn leaves.

			Now she was blindfolded with a black scarf, which covered the space from her forehead to the bottom of her nose. Two loops of rope round her midriff pinned her arms to her sides. But it was the noose round her neck that grabbed my attention. It was made of thick hangman’s rope that was pulled tight as it disappeared towards an unseen ceiling, and as I looked down at Kate’s feet, clad in a pair of black socks, I saw that she was only just managing to keep them on the wooden floor.

			The message was clear. A couple more pulls on the other end of that rope and she’d be dead.

			It took me a couple of seconds to realise that this wasn’t an image but some kind of webcam footage. In the bottom left corner of the screen was a digital clock. It read 01.28 – which meant it was live.

			On the screen, as if sensing something, Kate inclined her head to her left. ‘Who’s there?’ she called out uncertainly, the fear in her voice obvious, even though the tinny webcam audio was distorting the sound.

			A few seconds later – while I was still processing the fact that my pregnant fiancée was in a strange room with a hangman’s noose round her neck – a figure moved into camera shot. I could tell straight away that it was a man. He was dressed in a long black coat that was far too big for him. The hood was pulled up over his head and he was wearing an old-fashioned gas mask that completely obscured his face. He stood next to Kate, facing the camera, and I could see that he was about three inches taller than her, making him five ten.

			The man waved a gloved hand at the camera, staring at me from behind the gas mask.

			Kate seemed to sense his presence and craned her neck in his direction. ‘Whoever you are, just talk to me,’ she said, clearly trying to keep her voice calm. ‘We can sort this out.’

			The figure’s only reaction was to stop waving at the camera. He didn’t turn her way.

			After a moment, he walked slowly towards the back of the stage, partially obscured from view by Kate’s body.

			‘Please,’ she continued, as the figure crouched down out of shot. ‘I know you’re there. I’m pregnant. And I’m willing to let this—’

			She never finished the sentence.

			There was a sound like a pulley being turned, and suddenly her whole body was yanked upwards three inches, so that only her toes were touching the floor.

			She made a sound that was part gasp, part cry for help, and I could see that it was taking all her effort to retain her balance. If the man in black turned the pulley one more time, that would be it. She’d be throttled to death.

			‘What the hell?’ I shouted at the screen. ‘Don’t do this, for Christ’s sake! Please, please!’

			But of course, neither of them could hear me. This wasn’t an interactive video.

			I watched as Kate balanced there, her face rigid with fear. Waiting.

			The seconds passed. Three. Five. Ten.

			Then I heard the pulley being turned again and I howled in frustration and horror, drowning out the noise on the film as I watched my pregnant fiancée die.

			Except she didn’t. Instead, her body relaxed as the rope lost a little of its tautness, and her feet were once again almost flat on the floor.

			The man in black came back into view and walked past Kate without looking at her before exiting to the right of the shot, the same way he’d come in.

			A few seconds passed, and then, without warning, the picture went black as if the power had been turned off.

			I tried to log back in, but nothing happened. The feed was lost. I waited a minute, counting the seconds, the tension rising in me in waves, then tried again. No luck.

			In a wave of directionless anger, I threw the phone at the floor. I couldn’t believe what I’d just seen. My fiancée – the first woman I think I’ve ever truly loved, pregnant with the first child for either of us – had been abducted by someone who meant her serious harm. But what did he want? And why the hell was he taunting me like this?

			On the floor, the phone began to ring again. I stared as the vibrations moved it in an aimless circle on the Persian rug, knowing this was no coincidence.

			I bent down and picked it up. Another unidentified number. ‘Hello,’ I said unnecessarily.

			‘It’s time to talk.’ The voice was one of those robotic, disguised ones you hear in films.

			My mouth went dry. ‘What do you want?’ I managed to croak.

			‘You saw the position your fiancée’s in,’ the caller continued. ‘We can kill her at any time. It’ll be an unpleasant way to die. Strangulation rather than a broken neck. Only two people in the world can save her. I’m one of them. And you, Matt, are the other. But for her to survive, you have to follow three rules.’ He paused, as if revelling in his power. ‘Rule One: do not tell anyone what’s happening. Police, friends, anyone. The moment you do, Kate dies. Rule Two: keep this phone with you at all times. Rule Three: follow your instructions to the letter. I’m not going to lie to you. It’s going to be hard. You’re going to need a strong stomach and an even stronger heart. But you have the best motivation. Succeed, and you and Kate will be reunited, with her unhurt. Fail, and you’ll never see her again.’

			‘Please don’t do anything to hurt her,’ I said, conscious of the acquiescence in my voice, and knowing that my pleas would almost certainly fall on deaf ears. ‘She’s pregnant.’

			‘All the more reason to succeed, then,’ said the voice with a casualness that both scared and angered me.

			I paused. ‘What do you want me to do?’

			‘First thing. That corpse in your bed. Get rid of it. Make it disappear.’

			‘What do you mean? How? Where?’

			But I was already talking to a dead phone.
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			Matt

			Back in the day, I was an actor by profession. I did it for the best part of ten years, which sounds a lot more impressive than it actually was. For most of that period I was a waiter, a shop assistant, a minicab driver and, at one point, a not especially successful children’s entertainer. The acting roles were few and far between, and mostly bit parts, so there’s not much danger you’d ever have recognised me in the street.

			But there was one role that always stood out for me, and which I’d had high hopes for. The show was a drama on Sky called Night Beat that, though critically acclaimed, only lasted one six-part season. My role was DC ‘Jonno’ Johnson, one of the team of murder squad detectives operating out of a fictional London borough. To be honest, I was probably the least important member of the team, with a handful of lines in each episode, but I performed them well, and was optimistic that it might lead to something more substantial. I threw myself into the part too. I immersed myself in true-crime books and documentaries, and found a mentor in a decorated Scotland Yard detective who became an invaluable source of information. As a result, I gained a thorough understanding of how the police work in their investigations. And the single most important thing I learned is that it’s not like Sherlock Holmes. Or indeed like Night Beat. It’s slow, methodical and mundane, and most people are caught because they make mistakes, or because they had a prior relationship with the victim.

			I had no prior relationship with the dead woman in our bed. This, in theory, gave me some advantage, although how that advantage was going to help was unclear as I looked down on her unmoving form beneath the sheets, the phone still in my hand, my mind working in overdrive.

			I figured I had two choices. One: call the police immediately and let them use all their resources to find Kate before this man did what he was threatening to do and killed her. Or two: do what he’d ordered me to do and immediately become involved in a very serious crime. And of course still not have any guarantee that he would let Kate go unharmed.

			My first instinct was to call the police, because this was way too big for me to deal with alone. There was something reassuring about the idea of pouring my heart out to a tough, no-nonsense, problem-solving cop like DCI Luca Pacelli, the star of Night Beat, who’d be able to ride roughshod over the rules, using even the slimmest of leads to find where Kate was being held, and effect a rescue at the very last minute that would see her released unharmed (although only by the skin of her teeth) and leave her kidnapper dead, just as he deserved. The problem was, detectives like Pacelli don’t exist in real life. They have to follow the rules. The slimmest leads took time to turn into concrete evidence, and in real life the police were usually up against criminals who were, to put it bluntly, idiots.

			The man who’d abducted Kate was no idiot. Her kidnap had required significant planning. He’d not only got inside the house and taken her without a struggle – which wouldn’t have been easy; my fiancée’s no shrinking violet – but he’d also managed to kill someone else and dump her body in our bed. All without leaving a single thing out of place.

			It struck me then that there had to be two of them involved. What I’d just described wasn’t possible with only one person. This was even more unnerving, and it was made worse by the fact that they’d almost certainly been watching us. And if they could break in tonight without leaving a trace, then they’d almost certainly been in here before. Which meant they’d bugged the place. It made perfect sense. After all, the phone in the dead woman’s hand had begun ringing only a couple of minutes after I’d entered the room.

			I looked round wildly as if I was suddenly going to spot a hidden camera, then told myself to cool it. It didn’t matter whether there was one or not. I was clearly dealing with professionals who, for whatever reason, had planned their operation meticulously. I thought about contacting former DCI Geeta Anand, the woman who’d done so much to fill me in on the way the police operated for my Night Beat role. But she was a civilian now, having left the force more than five years back, and I knew what she’d say. Get the police involved. If I didn’t, there was no guarantee that she wouldn’t do it for me. I couldn’t risk that.

			So that was it. I made my choice. To do what the man on the phone had told me. I had to get rid of the body.

			A stupid move, you might think. Especially as that was unlikely to be the end of it. But I’d ask you to put yourself in my position for a moment. I’d just seen the woman I cared for more than anyone else in the world – the woman who was carrying my tiny two-month-old baby – standing precariously on tiptoes with a noose around her neck. At the mercy of some lunatic in a gas mask who’d killed once already and was threatening to do the same to her. I had to try to get her back, even if it meant carrying out a truly grim task.

			And it didn’t get much grimmer than what I was about to do.

			Or at least so I thought at the time.

			I pulled back the duvet on the bed and looked down at the dead woman. They often say that the dead wear peaceful expressions. This woman didn’t. Her expression was utterly blank, her blue eyes staring into the middle distance. I wondered what her story was.

			There was only one way to find out. Taking a deep breath and ignoring the fact that someone could be watching, I grabbed her with both hands and turned her over so she was lying on her back. Her coat was zipped up to the top and there was a large bloodstain on her chest.

			I partially unzipped the jacket, which was when I saw that several deep stab wounds had penetrated the sweatshirt she was wearing, clearly aimed at her heart. And yet they hadn’t penetrated the jacket. I wasn’t sure what this meant and didn’t have time to think too much about it. Instead, I meticulously searched through her pockets, finding nothing in any of them. Whoever had killed her had taken away anything that might be used for identification. They weren’t going to make this easy for me.

			Now it was time for the hard part. Reaching down, I hooked my arms under hers and hauled her off the bed. Her feet hit the floor with a thud and I had to tense all the muscles in my upper body to keep the rest of her upright.

			I’m forever ashamed about what happened next. Instead of hauling her out by the shoulders, I did it by her ankles, because that way she was less of a weight. At first it felt horrible, coming into contact with her steadily cooling skin. Even through the gloves and her socks, I could still feel it. But I did a good job of pushing my distaste to one side and getting on with the job, although I did gag while I was dragging her body down the staircase as her head thumped hard against each of the stairs.

			In the end, the whole thing took several minutes and a rest break before I’d unceremoniously dragged her to the front door.

			I turned off the outside light and stepped into the wind, watching as the clouds scudded across the night sky, occasionally showing glimpses of a butter-coloured half-moon. Our cottage was situated opposite the village allotments and was remarkably private, which was the reason we’d chosen it. There were a dozen or so other cottages on the other side, but all a good hundred yards away. Although ours was semi-detached, the house next door was separated from it by a thick stone wall, and it faced out onto the road in a different direction, so we never saw the owners.

			I checked that the coast was clear, then opened up the rental car’s boot, which, since I was driving a new Discovery Sport, was fairly spacious. I went back and got hold of the body, by the shoulders this time, and dragged it across the gravel. Finally, with a huge effort and one last furtive look over my shoulder, I manhandled it inside and covered it with a picnic blanket I’d got from the cottage, before shutting the boot with a temporary sigh of relief.

			Temporary, because getting rid of a body was no easy task. I couldn’t just take her up to the woods and bury her. It would take forever to dig a deep enough hole, and I didn’t even have a shovel. I couldn’t burn her either, not without drawing a huge amount of attention to myself. And even considering these possibilities made me nauseous.

			Ultimately I had to accept that the body was going to turn up somewhere and the point was to get it as far away from here as possible. My best option was the nearby river. It was already coming close to bursting its banks, thanks to the almost record-breaking levels of recent rainfall, and was flowing fast enough to transport her a long way downstream.

			I felt awful dumping this poor woman like this, I want you to know that. But she was dead. There was no way of bringing her back. At least if I did this and got Kate back, then some good would have come from the situation.

			Having made my decision, I reversed slowly out of the driveway before turning right onto the single-track road that led round the allotments, then right again in the direction of the river, passing alongside the field that sat across from the cottage. Slowing down, I spotted the car I’d seen earlier from the window of our bedroom. It was an ordinary-looking dark-coloured saloon, not especially new, partially hidden by undergrowth where it had been driven onto the bank at the side of the road. I didn’t recognise the make, but then I’ve never been interested in cars. However, it was parked in a spot where it couldn’t be seen from any of the houses around here, and where, more importantly, it had a direct line of sight to our cottage.

			Stopping to take a look while I had a body in the boot wasn’t an option, so I kept on, driving slowly and carefully, bypassing the village centre. I was terrified that at any moment I might get stopped by the police for some minor discrepancy, even though I’d yet to see a single officer during the six days we’d been in the country.

			I needn’t have worried. We were in a surprisingly quiet area of south-east England. I only passed one car on the ten-minute journey to the place I’d hastily identified as the best spot to carry out my plan – the other side of the river, where I’d been out walking two days earlier.

			I cut the headlights as I came down the track that led to the river, passing a large detached house where there were still a couple of lights on inside. A security light was immediately triggered, bathing the car in an unwelcome bright yellow glow, and I instinctively turned my head away in case there was a camera. That was another problem I faced. Nowhere was completely isolated and there were cameras recording your every move.

			The track reached a dead end near the riverbank and I parked close to the side of a hedge and switched off the engine.

			Which was when I heard a dog barking. Loudly. It was coming from somewhere in or around the detached house behind me.

			‘Oh Jesus,’ I whispered, leaning forward on the steering wheel with my head in my hands, wondering again what the hell I was doing. I’m not a bad man. I’m not even a brave one. I’m normal. Maybe even a coward. And yet here I was, slumped in a car with the body of a murdered woman in the boot, drawing attention to myself at every turn.

			I sat back in the seat as panic began to tear through me. I forced it down, thinking of Kate with the rope around her neck. I knew that for once in my life, I had to be strong.

			The security light went off and the dog stopped barking. But the longer I sat in here the riskier it became. I had to move. Now.

			I got out, looked towards the house, and – seeing no movement – hurried to the boot. I didn’t dare look behind me as I opened it, removed the blanket and hauled the woman out by her shoulders. With a burst of strength I never knew I had, I managed to close the boot one-handed, then drag her towards the river, using the car as cover, moving as quickly as possible.

			Rather than go straight down to the exposed bank, I turned onto the footpath, which was screened from the house by trees, and continued down another ten yards or so to where there was a gap in the foliage and, exhausted, dropped her unceremoniously close to the water’s edge.

			I stood panting in the darkness while I got my breath back, feeling strangely exhilarated, as if I’d just done a really good scene in a single take. Because that was the thing. The more time passed, the more I got used to what I was doing, and the less human the woman seemed. She’d become a problem that needed solving.

			The water lapped right up to the edge of the path, twisting in angry little whirlpools as it tumbled downriver, only just contained by the banks. Another day’s rain and this footpath and the area around it would be flooded. In that respect, my timing was fortunate.

			With one final deep breath, and realising there was no way back from this, I went down on my hands and knees, ignoring the slippery mud I was getting all over myself, and pushed her like a log into the water, grunting hard with the effort.

			I’d assumed the water would take her like one of those Hindu funeral pyres you see on documentaries about the River Ganges, but it didn’t happen like that. Instead, she stayed almost still, turning slightly this way and that, caught in one of the mini whirlpools, forcing me to shuffle forward so that my knees were in the water and give her another hard shove. She went out about a foot before floating straight back. Cursing under my breath, I moved deeper until the water reached my thighs and I could feel its strength. It struck me how utterly ridiculous and yet weirdly fitting it would be if I was dragged to my death while trying to get rid of her body.

			Luckily, that didn’t happen. I gave her another push, and this time, thank God, the river took her and she began to drift steadily away.

			I got to my feet, took a couple of steps backwards so I was out of the water and breathed a sigh of relief.

			Which was when the torch beam fell on me and a man’s voice said: ‘Excuse me. What is it you’re doing out here exactly?’

		

	
		
			5

			Matt

			I almost jumped in shock, especially as the body was still very much in view as it began its rapid journey downriver.

			I had to think fast. ‘Jesus, you scared me,’ I said, shielding my face from the torch beam while simultaneously trying to obscure the man’s view of the body. ‘Do you mind not shining that in my eyes?’

			It always pays to be polite, and it worked this time, as he lowered the torch so that it was now shining on my very wet lower half.

			I could just make him out. Middle-aged, a little rotund, roughly my height and dressed in what appeared to be the classic country look of wax jacket and gumboots. His expression was like the tone of his voice: confident, snooty yet not unfriendly. Mind you, I’d have been confident if I had a dog like his: a big German shepherd on a lead, who was staying very calm and still but also carefully sizing me up, as if he was choosing which bit of me to go for.

			‘So what is it you’re doing?’ he repeated, staring at my wet, filthy clothes.

			But that was a good thing. I wanted him looking at me and not out into the river. I’d already concocted a story and sighed theatrically, careful not to appear panicky or suspicious. ‘If you must know, I had a huge argument with my wife. A bad one. I took a drive to calm down. I was walking here the other day, so I thought I’d come back and just sit by the river. Unfortunately, as you can see, I slipped over and almost fell in.’ I looked down at my clothes and then back at him, making a ‘what can you do?’ gesture. ‘So all in all, it’s been a pretty bad night.’ Which, of course, was something of an understatement.

			‘Sorry to hear that,’ he said, seemingly satisfied. ‘I heard you driving past our house. The only people who usually come down here at this time of night are kids smoking drugs and leaving litter all over the place. We’ve had a lot of trouble with them lately. That’s why I came out to have a look.’

			‘Well, you can’t be too careful,’ I said rather pointlessly, deciding that the body was going to be out of sight by now and that it was time for me to make a rapid getaway. The less this guy knew about me the better. ‘Anyway, I’d better get back and change out of these clothes. Hopefully the wife will have gone to sleep.’

			And then, as I started towards him, trying to act as casual as possible, the unthinkable happened. ‘Don’t I recognise you from somewhere?’ he said, lifting the torch up so he could see my face better. ‘I’ve definitely seen you. Have you been on the telly? Yeah, you definitely have. What have you been on?’

			All through my acting career, and in the enforced hiatus since, I’ve been waiting to be recognised by someone – anyone. Just one tiny nod to whatever talent I might have had. To make it seem like it hadn’t all been a colossal waste of time and effort. And now the one time in my whole existence I desperately wanted to remain anonymous, someone – at last – fucking had.

			And you know what? This guy wasn’t going to let it go. Even in the gloom, I could see that. Denying it would just make him suspicious.

			I stopped next to him and smiled ruefully. ‘I was on that cop show on Sky, Night Beat. DC Jonno Johnson.’

			‘Never heard of it,’ he said emphatically.

			I genuinely felt like slapping him then, but that clearly wasn’t going to be much help. ‘Well I don’t know where then,’ I said with a shrug, taking the opportunity to glance casually across at the river, just in case the body was out there in plain view, stuck in reeds or something, which would have been just my luck right now. Thankfully, though, it was gone, and hopefully hurtling rapidly through the English countryside a long way from me and my new-found friend. ‘Anyway, goodnight,’ I said and started past him. But I could feel his eyes still on me, and before I knew it, he was walking in step alongside me, the dog between us.

			‘No, it was something else,’ he said. ‘It’s on the tip of my tongue . . .’ He stopped. ‘Oh yes, that’s it. I remember now.’

			I stopped too, intrigued.

			‘That advert. You’re the chap injured in the car crash, the one where you end up in the wheelchair, crying. Your wife has to comfort you. “When there’s nowhere left to go, call Hannett and Stowe, the compensation specialists.”’

			Jesus. I remembered that horrendous scene where, in a neat bit of role reversal, I broke down in tears in my wife’s arms on screen until she had the bright idea of calling the ambulance chasers at Hannett and Stowe, who miraculously made everything right again with a big wodge of cash extracted from someone else’s insurance company.

			I always thought of that advert as the lowest point in my professional life, and this bastard remembered it word for word. No wonder those leeches at Hannett and Stowe were making so much money.

			‘Yeah, that’s me,’ I said, relieved to be back at the car.

			But he wasn’t giving up chatting yet, asking me if my wife and I were new to the village and, God forbid, even inviting us round for coffee.

			In the end, I had to promise that we’d stop by for a cup of tea at the weekend if we had the time, before finally I turned the car round and, as he stood there waving at me with a big smile as if he’d just met Marlon Brando, I drove away thinking that now there was no way back, because there was a witness who could put me at the scene of the heinous crime I’d just committed, making it very hard for me to deny my role in it.

			And I know what you’re thinking. That this is all very convenient. But it’s the truth. I swear it.

		

	
		
			6

			DCI Cameron Doyle

			Matt Walters wears an expression of injured innocence as he recounts his story. It’s as though he can’t believe he’s been flung into this terrible situation. He looks at me pleadingly with those last words:

			‘And I know what you’re thinking. That this is all very convenient. But it’s the truth. I swear it.’

			Let me tell you, Matt. You have no idea what I’m thinking.

			I’ve been across the table from hundreds of suspects over the years, listening to them attempt to wriggle out of the crimes they’ve committed, or try to blame others for them. Most of those suspects are easy to read. It’s obvious when they’re lying. But to give Matt his due, he hasn’t paused once so far in his retelling of the events that led him here. Nor so far has he contradicted himself.
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