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About the Book


A DI Marnie Rome novel


‘You only ever ask that. Why did I do it? You never ask what they did’


The winter cold is biting, and a series of vigilante assaults pulls DI Marnie Rome and DS Noah Jake out into the frosty, mean streets of London. The attacks seem random, but when Marnie’s old family home is ransacked, there are signs that the burglary can have only been committed by someone who knows her. Suddenly, it’s personal.


Then a child goes missing, and Marnie is horrified to discover no-one has reported it. Someone out there is playing games, putting a child’s life at risk, bringing events of the past into a chilling present. It is time for Marnie and Noah to face the truth about the creeping reaches of a troubled upbringing. Keeping quiet is a means of survival, but the effects can be as terrible as killing.


Hugely compelling, intelligent and full of emotional impact, QUIETER THAN KILLING has all the twists and turns that have marked Sarah Hilary out as an award-winning crime writer to be savoured.
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Six years ago


He’s washing the car – slapping water, sloppy. She’s in the kitchen, cutting. Not meat and not bread, something that chunks under the knife. Carrots, or onions. The sounds soak up through the house to where Stephen is sitting in the room with the red wall.


Her room. The shelf over the bed is full of her things. Books and pictures, and the dark blue box with its snarl of bracelets. His favourite is the horseshoe charm, silver, curved like a half-finished heart. He wears it under the sleeve of his pyjamas, in bed. They said they’d put her things away into the attic if he wanted but he said no, he didn’t mind. He likes looking at her things; it makes him feel safe. He sleeps with her books weighted around him like stones.


She painted the red wall herself. He can see the places she had to stop and stand on a chair to finish, stretching her arm to reach the ceiling’s right angles. She was angry when she did it; the paint’s too thick and too thin and where it’s too thick it’s full of tiny holes where air bubbles burst.


She’s not been here in years, but it’s her room.


Marnie Rome’s room.


He finds the shape of her in the bed at night and it’s his shape, narrow. He wriggles down into it, imagining a trench dug in the mattress, a place to lie low. Her eyes tracked these same shadows across the ceiling, and watched the sun crouch outside the cracked window.


The crack’s at the top corner, in the shape of a hand. He measures it most weeks, to see if it’s grown. Stands on a chair and reaches until he’s touching the tips of his fingers to it. The last time, it drew blood. He climbed down and stood looking at his red fingers, like hers after she’d painted the wall. The fingers tasted rusty, old. He shut them up in a fist and set its side to the window, thinking about punching, thinking of the noise it would make and the feet that would come running, arms open, mouths lopsided, words worrying at him. Just thinking it makes him tired.


He’s lonely. If it wasn’t for her here with him, he’d have gone crazy by now.


‘Marnie Rome.’


He says her name when he’s held down by her books, the horseshoe charm biting at the inside of his wrist. They have the same wrists, thin and square. They’re the same shape, lying together in the narrow bed, counting the holes in the red wall, all the places pricked by her anger. Not just anger. Sadness, too. She was lonely here, like him. Hurting, the way he hurts.


A slop of water from outside.


He’s making the car shine.


From the kitchen, the smell of onions frying in butter.


She’s making a casserole.


Stephen had never eaten a casserole until he came here, when he was eight years old. Now he’s fourteen, ‘a growing boy’. In the other place it was all scraps and mouldy sandwiches made with whatever was left in the fridge. Here, they won’t stop feeding him. Proper food, she calls it. ‘Let’s get a proper meal inside you,’ as if she can see his emptiness. He’s so empty it hurts.


Food doesn’t help, stretching his stomach until he has to get rid of it to make more room for her, for Marnie. Food just gets in the way.


He’s whistling as he washes the car. 


Stephen can hear water running onto the drive. He used to help when he first came here, when he was scared and wanting to please. He’s not scared now. Not of them, not of anything, thanks to her.


‘Marnie Rome.’


He counts the holes in the red wall, starting over.


From the kitchen—


The yellow smell of onions frying, and the slow chunking of the knife.
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Now


‘Upgrades . . . Another circle of hell successfully breached.’ Tim Welland gave up the struggle with his phone and set it aside. ‘DS Jake, take a seat.’


Noah did as he was told, puzzling over what had prompted this meeting. First thing in the morning wasn’t Welland’s style any more than it was his, but here he was in the OCU Commander’s office at 7.55 a.m. without a cup of coffee in sight and Welland looking like a double espresso wouldn’t even scratch the surface of his mood.


‘You and DI Rome make a good team.’ He treated Noah to his heaviest stare. ‘That’s the station gossip. But the trouble with station gossip is I wouldn’t stuff my wet shoes with most of it. I want to hear it from you.’


‘We make a good team, sir.’


An easy answer because it was the truth, but where was Welland going with this? Christ, he wasn’t about to hand out a secondment, was he? It was too early in the morning for dodging bullets and Noah liked his job, wanted to keep working with Marnie Rome and the major incident team. Ambition dictated that he took any leg-up on offer, but Welland’s face wasn’t saying leg-up.


On his desk was a sheet of paper, an incident report. Noah wasn’t equal to the task of reading it upside down while maintaining eye contact.


‘She’s got your back, and you’ve got hers.’ Deep lines were scored either side of Welland’s nose, as if he’d paid to have censure tattooed in place. ‘You’ve found out things about her you didn’t know a year ago. Is that a fair statement?’


‘I . . . Yes, sir.’


‘From the station’s self-appointed agony aunt.’ Touching the taut skin under his eye. ‘DC Tanner.’


This was a disciplinary? Debbie Tanner had pushed her luck, one piece of well-meaning gossip too many. ‘Not just from her.’


‘Remind me to dig out my thermal underwear.’


‘Sir?’


‘If DI Rome’s sharing secrets then hell must be icing over.’


‘Not . . . secrets. But we did speak a little, about what happened six years ago. Not much, but—’


‘Enough for you to know why I don’t want her anywhere near a case involving this address.’ Welland put his thumb on the incident report and pushed it across the desk. ‘Yes?’


At last. They were getting somewhere. Okay, maybe nowhere good, but—


Noah read the report, his throat tightening. Definitely nowhere good. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘Our victims are in the hospital, not the morgue. Robbery gone wrong. Not a major incident, and not homicide. So. We let Trident take this one.’


‘That makes sense.’ Noah kept his eyes on the paperwork. 


Six years ago, Welland had been the first officer on the scene. At Marnie’s old address, her family home. This new crime—


Robbery and assault, two victims in hospital. Alan and Louise Kettridge. Her tenants, Noah guessed. The assault had taken place while he was sleeping with Dan curled at his back, around 1.30 a.m. It’d happened in the house where her parents were killed by her foster brother, Stephen Keele.


‘Trident have their eye on a local gang, kids. This has their thumbprints all over it, apparently.’ Welland sat back, rubbing at his face. ‘If we’re lucky, literally their thumbprints. But even without the kick-and-run gods smiling on us, we leave this to Trident. They’ve got the contacts, plus some private mediation outfit falling over itself to get the local community onside.’ When he dropped his hands, his face held the shadow of their shape. ‘DS Kennedy’s heading up the Trident team. He’ll keep me posted. And I’ll keep DI Rome posted, on a need-to-know basis.’


How would he quantify that?


This house, what had happened there six years ago . . .


Marnie’s need to know wasn’t going to fit Trident’s boxes, or not neatly.


Welland reached across the desk for the report. ‘You’ve got her back.’


He nodded a dismissal at Noah. ‘I’m glad of it.’
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Marnie was in the incident room when Noah returned. ‘Good,’ she smiled at him, ‘you can drink one of these.’ Two flat whites from their favourite coffee shop. ‘You heard, then.’


‘About—?’


‘The latest assault.’ She moved in the direction of her office, unwinding a green scarf from her throat. ‘No robbery. Just plenty of violence.’


Noah had thought for a second that she knew the secrets Welland was keeping; she could be uncanny like that. But she was talking about another assault. ‘Where?’ he asked.


‘Pimlico.’ She hung her coat and scarf on the back of the door, tidying her red curls away from her face. ‘Page Street.’


‘Our vigilante’s going up in the world. Who’s got the crime scene?’


‘DS Carling. We’ll go over there, but I wanted to check in here first. See what Forensics has for us, whether there’s a link yet.’


For weeks they’d been seeing a pattern in the assaults, but what they needed was hard evidence. As it stood the attacks were random, the victims unknown to one another. No matching DNA at the scenes, no clear motive and no obvious modus operandi other than a savage beating.


‘Kyle Stratton,’ Marnie said, anticipating Noah’s next question. ‘Our new victim. Twenty-six years old. A management consultant. Works in Westminster, lives in Reigate. Right now he’s in St Thomas’s with multiple fractures.’


‘Weapon?’ Noah asked.


‘Blunt, heavy. A baseball bat, or similar.’ She was checking her emails. ‘Defensive wounds in the shape of two broken wrists and a broken elbow. A shattered eye socket too.’


Noah winced. ‘Facial injuries again. Like Stuart Rawling.’


‘Not like Carole Linton, but yes. All the injuries are front-facing. Our assailant wants you to see what’s coming, and isn’t afraid of you fighting back.’


‘And yet neither of them could give us a clear description.’


This reluctance to ID the assailant had prompted them to look more closely at the victims. Wondering about their lifestyles, whether they were making bad choices, courting chaos.


In the incident room, Noah and Marnie stood shoulder to shoulder, studying the whiteboard.


Two victims, each with two faces: before and after the assaults.


Stuart Rawling wasn’t smiling in the first photograph. In the second, his mouth was forced into the mockery of a grin, thanks to a badly dislocated jaw. Carole Linton’s was the more disturbing face, despite all of her injuries being below the waist: knife wounds and bruises stamped by feet which had ruptured an ovary and her spleen. Burns too, where her skirt had been set alight. She’d aged twenty years after the attack, shoulders hunched, bleak terror in her stare.


And now Kyle Stratton, with a shattered eye socket.


Marnie pinned the location of this latest attack to the map.


‘Has he been in prison?’ Noah asked.


It was the one thing connecting the two earlier assaults; Stuart and Carole had both served time for crimes involving violence, and worse. This fact, and the savage silence they were keeping, had sounded alarm bells. Marnie and Noah had been on high alert for a third assault, fearing a vigilante.


‘Yes, he has,’ Marnie said.


‘What did he do?’ Noah studied Kyle’s face.


‘A spell in a juvenile detention centre for racially aggravated assault, eleven years ago. He and a school friend thought it would be fun to set fire to a younger boy’s blazer. They pleaded guilty, said they hadn’t intended anyone to be hurt.’


‘What part of “setting fire to” didn’t they understand?’


‘The judge decided they’d shown remorse,’ Marnie said. ‘Kyle was let out after three months.’


‘How badly was he burnt? Their victim.’


‘Badly enough.’ She put her hand on the new map pin. ‘Let’s see what DS Carling’s found at the scene. And whether Kyle’s well enough to give us a statement.’


Page Street was lined with apartments built like a toddler’s first attempt at stacking bricks, in alternating blocks of grey and white. Security gates gave the place a penitentiary air not helped by the trio of kids kicking a bald tennis ball around the paved courtyard. Not the nice spot Noah had imagined; hard to believe they were a short walk from the Houses of Parliament.


Ron Carling was waiting inside the police cordon, fielding the kids’ antics with a glare. ‘Little bastards won’t move off. No parents around to make them.’


Marnie ducked under the tape, holding it for Noah who said, ‘Is that CCTV doing its job?’


‘Three guesses.’


In other words, no. Marnie had lost count of the number of cameras in London that existed purely for show. A deterrent supposedly, like the life-size cardboard police officers propped inside pound shops. ‘Forensics have finished?’


‘A while back.’ Ron stamped his feet, trying to keep warm.


Most of the day’s cold had congregated in the right angle where the assault took place, as if the crime scene had sucked a breath six hours ago and was still holding it. Noah measured the short space with his stare, hands deep in the pockets of his coat. It was always useful to see the crime scene, even one as carefully picked clean as this. Blood spatter on the paving slabs, but unless their assailant had got sloppy, it was Kyle’s and it would be the only DNA found here.


‘He’s getting his confidence up,’ Noah said. ‘Or he knew that camera wasn’t working.’


‘We’re assuming it’s him,’ Ron said. ‘Because of the broken face?’


The kids kicked the tennis ball towards them, dancing away when Marnie looked up.


‘Because Kyle has a criminal record,’ she said, ‘like our other two.’


‘Vigilantism.’ Ron stamped his feet. ‘As if we don’t have enough arseholes on our hands without the arsehole-hating arseholes pitching in.’


Eloquently put.


‘We’re going to St Thomas’s,’ Marnie told him. ‘Keep us posted on the door-to-door.’


‘We won’t find him.’ Ron sniffed. ‘Not from this. He’s too bloody crafty.’


‘He can’t stop. That’s how we’ll catch him.’ Noah took a last look at the crime scene, the street light, the blind CCTV camera. ‘He can’t stop, and he’s getting louder.’


The route to the hospital took them past Kyle’s offices, close to St James’s Park tube station. Marnie pulled up and parked, to consider the layout. A pub on the corner – where Kyle had been drinking? Ten minutes on foot to Page Street.


‘He wasn’t going home,’ Noah said, ‘or he’d have headed for Victoria, taken a mainline train to Reigate. Page Street was out of his way.’


‘He wasn’t going home,’ Marnie agreed.


CCTV right around them, a steel circuit of surveillance. Had their vigilante known where the gaps were, or didn’t he care? The earlier assaults had taken place in dead ends, dark corners. Last night was hardly broad daylight, but it was a lot riskier. Louder, just as Noah had said.


‘I want names.’ She considered the tinted windows of the office block. ‘Who was he drinking with, what time did he leave, was he on his own. DC Tanner can lead on that.’


‘Eleven years,’ Noah said. ‘Since he set fire to that boy. Over a decade since he was paroled. Our vigilante’s playing a long game.’


‘Or it doesn’t matter to him who he attacks.’ Three faces indiscriminately damaged, wiped out. Even Carole’s untouched face – wiped out. ‘He’s happy to attack anyone guilty of a violent crime, regardless of circumstances, or gender, or age.’


‘So he’s . . . sticking pins in parole records? Using DBS checks?’


‘It’s possible. You know what Welland would say. We’re clutching at straws, seeing connections that don’t exist.’ Marnie pulled away from the kerb, pointing the car towards the hospital. ‘What did he want, by the way? You were in his office when I got to work.’


‘Pep talk.’ A muscle played in Noah’s cheek. ‘About our teamwork.’


Welland was heavy work first thing in the morning. And more than usually dour of late, making Marnie worry about his health. For nearly five years he’d been in remission but cancer, like their vigilante, didn’t care. Indiscriminately destructive.


‘Our teamwork’s great,’ she told Noah. ‘There’s no one I’d rather be clutching at straws with.’


‘Maybe we’re about to catch a break.’ He kept his eyes on the other side of the river. ‘New victim, new evidence. This could be our first decent ID.’


Below them, the Thames shuddered with the same cold breath trapped in the right angle where Kyle Stratton’s bones had been broken.


Marnie took the turning for St Thomas’s. 


‘Let’s find out.’
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St Thomas’s was becoming a second home. How many hours of hospital CCTV footage had Noah and Marnie starred in? Walking through the main entrance, waiting to interview patients, not all of whom were victims. That smell, though—


Hot and cold and sweet and sour all at once. Noah would never get used to it.


Marnie went ahead of him, stripping off her gloves. Should he have said something in the car, about what was unravelling at her house? Alan and Louise Kettridge might be here in St Thomas’s. Noah hated secrets. He hoped DS Kennedy and the Trident team would clear it up quickly.


‘Kyle Stratton?’ Marnie was speaking with the woman at the desk. ‘He was brought in around two a.m. following an assault.’


Noah hung back, turning to watch the people on the plastic chairs. A red-eyed mother and her baby, two drunks propping each other upright, a man in stained overalls holding his towel-wrapped hand in his lap. What would tourists make of scenes like this? London showing the other side of its postcard-gloss. A tourist could’ve stumbled on Kyle in the early hours, lying in the gutter not far from Westminster Abbey. Instead, a cabbie found him, calling for an ambulance that took eleven minutes to respond. Fortunately the cabbie knew enough first aid to keep Kyle’s airways clear until the paramedics reached them. Door-to-door was yet to find anyone in Page Street who’d heard or seen anything. If the attack had been head-on, like the others, then Kyle had chosen not to shout when he saw his attacker approaching. Or it happened too fast for him to realise the danger, or he was too drunk to make sense of what was happening until it was too late. Apartments all around him, packed with people. Surely someone had seen or heard something.


‘He’s in surgery,’ Marnie said. ‘We need to wait to speak with a doctor.’


Noah moved with her, away from the crowded A&E. ‘Surgery for the orbital fracture?’


‘They wouldn’t say.’ She frowned, dark-eyed. ‘But it didn’t sound good. Emergency surgery.’


Their vigilante was keeping a lot of surgeons very busy.


‘We should speak with the cabbie who found him,’ Noah said. ‘I’ll get Colin to send us a name and address.’


Kyle’s surgeon was a young Iranian woman with beautiful eyes. She’d washed the blood from her hands, but spots of it clung stubbornly to her scrubs.


She beckoned Marnie and Noah to a quiet part of the corridor.


‘Traumatic subarachnoid haemorrhage,’ she told them. ‘He was bleeding into his brain.’


‘Was?’ Marnie repeated.


‘He died,’ her eyes were sorrowful, ‘twelve minutes ago. I’m very sorry.’
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The fly wouldn’t die. He’d sprayed it with enough polish to turn it white – it was wearing a fur coat of furniture polish – but it kept moving. Walking along the windowsill leaving little gobs of foam like footprints. Fly prints. It kept trying to get off the ground but its wings were too heavy so it was walking towards the corner where the light was brightest, where it could see the sky.


‘Idiot.’ Finn aimed the can of polish. ‘Just die.’


He pressed his thumb on the nozzle. More spray hit the fly, knocking it back down, legs kicking stickily. It rolled sideways, found its feet, started walking.


‘Will you not just die—? There’s no way out. The window doesn’t open. It’s painted shut. You’re finished, you silly fucker. Just – give up already.’


The spray made Finn’s eyes sting. He coughed, hiding his mouth in the crook of his elbow. He was meant to be cleaning. He had the kitchen to do, and supper to cook. He should’ve finished in here half an hour ago. Would have if it wasn’t for this idiot fly who thought just because it could see sky it could get out, who didn’t know a window when it saw one and who wouldn’t just die.


‘You’ll freeze out there, you mad fucker, it’s fierce cold.’


Buzzing – he could hear it buzzing under the white fur left by the spray. There shouldn’t even be flies in winter. It should be hibernating not crawling, dragging one of its legs like it was broken. It wouldn’t give up, thought it could escape, fly home. How stupid could you get?


Finn was only ten but he’d stopped thinking he could escape after two days.


The house was locked down, tight.


He had cleaning to do, and washing, and cooking. He didn’t have time for this fly’s fantasy escapism shit. He lifted the can of furniture polish and set it down on the windowsill.


Not hard, but not gently either. The can had a hollow in its base that stopped it being flat. When he leaned in, he could hear the fly buzzing inside.


He pressed his cheek to the cold of the can, listening, wondering how long it’d take to suffocate, or even if it could suffocate. Air was getting in underneath, the windowsill wasn’t flat. He could be here a long time waiting for the fly to die. When he’d first seen it, he’d wanted it dead. He hated insects, especially flying ones. Didn’t mind spiders so much, liked beetles. But flies were all up in your face, walking with their shitty feet on your food. Butter, sugar—


Finn was meant to keep this place spotless. Fucking Brady would flip his lid if he saw a fly in here. For one thing, he’d think it meant an open window somewhere, a way out.


The can grew warm under his cheek, the fly throbbing on the windowsill.


He straightened slowly, raising the can.


The fly struggled to its feet and straightaway started dragging itself towards the bright corner where the windows met. Until Finn put the can on its back, rolling it until it crunched.


It was red and yellow inside, like pus from a bloody knee. He wiped the mess with a sheet of kitchen roll, carrying it to the metal bin. He pressed the pedal, dropped the ball of paper inside and let the lid come down on it slowly, bringing with it the reflection of his face.


He looked scared. Specks of white spray on his lips, sticky.


He licked his lips and tasted polish.


Dead fly taste.


He ran to the sink and spat then puked, spattering toast and tea so he’d have to clean twice as hard now, enough to see his face in the sink, like the bin where the rubbish went, the rubbish and his face and he’d better not cry, Brady hated that, he’d better not—


He turned the taps on full blast and let his knees give way.


Sat on the floor with the drops splashing back on his head like rain.


Water thundering in the sink above, draining down into the pipes behind, finding something he couldn’t find—


A way out.
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‘Kyle Stratton died at ten minutes past nine this morning. He was alive when he was found in Page Street seven hours earlier, and alive when he arrived at St Thomas’s. But he suffered a massive haemorrhagic stroke caused by the blow to his head. So. This is now a murder investigation.’


Marnie looked around the room, waiting for questions.


‘He’s killing them now?’ Debbie Tanner shook her head.


‘Or it’s not the same guy,’ Ron said.


Of everyone on the team, he was the most sceptical about the connection between the attacks. London had criminals stretching to every dark corner and back. Why look for just one of them?


‘Frontal attack. Broken bones. Blunt instrument.’ Noah stepped up to the whiteboard. ‘Nothing stolen. Kyle had a wallet full of cash and cards, plus a brand new iPhone. If this was a robbery then someone missed a trick.’


No robbery at the earlier crime scenes either, as if the attacker hadn’t wanted the police wasting time identifying his victims. Nothing taken, and nothing left behind.


‘So what’d this poor bastard done to deserve it?’ Ron asked. ‘If it’s our mystery vigilante?’


‘Kyle spent three months in juvenile detention for racially aggravated assault.’


‘When he was fifteen.’ Debbie frowned. ‘That’s a long time for anyone to bear a grudge. Why wait all that time?’


‘Why wait seven years to smash Stuart Rawling’s jaw? Or twelve years to set fire to Carole Linton’s skirt?’ Ron glared at the whiteboard. ‘And why haven’t we got a hundred more GBH cases pinned up here? What makes this little lot so special?’


‘That’s easy. The criminal records. All three served time for violent crimes. Look what Stuart and Carole did, and now Kyle.’ Debbie smoothed the front of her blouse. ‘I can understand why someone might want to punish them, but I don’t understand why it took them so long to get around to it. All the paroles happened years ago. Why’s our vigilante only getting to work now?’


‘Two theories,’ Colin Pitcher reminded them. ‘Our attacker was a kid at the time of the parole. That fits with Carole’s victim.’ He winced when he said her name. They all did. ‘And now it fits for Kyle. Second theory: this is a recent parolee. Someone who’s only just out of jail themselves.’


‘Different prisons, different timescales,’ Ron objected. ‘No link between our victims. So what link’s he seeing that we can’t? Or has he got a random list he’s sticking pins in?’


Marnie was glad of his scepticism. It helped her to field Welland’s objections, and it was always good to have a voice of cold reason when they were testing the strength of a spider’s web of evidence. ‘Let’s find out as much as we can about Kyle. From his family, friends, workmates. Get his records from the detention centre. Look at his conviction and his parole. If our killer’s finding his victims from prison records, I want to see what he’s seeing.’


‘Do you think he meant to kill Kyle?’ Debbie asked.


‘Is the violence escalating? We’ll find out from the post-mortem. According to the surgeon who tried to save his life, the blow to his face was brutal but it was a single blow. If someone set out to kill Kyle then I’d have expected them to keep hitting until the job was done.’


‘None of these three,’ Debbie said, ‘were high-profile cases. In terms of public record, I mean. The press and so on. Well, except for Carole.’ She shuddered when she said the woman’s name.


‘Third theory.’ Colin polished his glasses. ‘Our killer’s working in the legal system, or the justice system.’ He put the glasses back on, registering the silence in the room. ‘I didn’t say it was a popular theory. About as popular as Jar Jar Binks being a Sith Lord, but I’m putting it out there.’


‘It means there could be victims we’ve missed,’ Debbie said. ‘Murders we’ve missed.’


‘Jar Jar. Sith Lord.’ Colin spread his hands in apology. ‘I said it was unpopular.’


‘Fanboy conjecture aside,’ Marnie said, ‘let’s ask awkward questions of Kyle’s workmates. He was drinking late last night, and he wasn’t headed home when he was attacked. I want to know who was with him when he left the pub, and where he was going.’


‘I’ve put a call in for CCTV footage,’ Colin said. ‘I’ll move it up the line now this is a murder.’


‘Good. DS Jake?’


In the corridor, Marnie said, ‘Welland wants to see me. I’ll bring him up to speed. Can you check in with Fran on the forensics and post-mortem? And speak with the parents as soon as you can, find out whether Kyle was in any trouble lately. Take DS Carling with you.’


‘Will do.’ Noah nodded. ‘I’m here when you need me.’


She smiled thanks, walking in the direction of Welland’s office.


Noah tried not to think about the news Welland was about to break to her. He needed to focus on finding their vigilante before they had a fourth face to pin to the board. Broken and bloody like Stuart, or terrorised like Carole.


Was it sheer luck neither of them had died?


Or was there something special about Kyle? Some reason why the vigilante had gone further, stamping indelible damage, tipping over the edge from rage to full-blown murder.


Had he enjoyed it? 


Gone home with the taste of Kyle’s blood in his mouth, still wet on his clothes. 


Washed away everything but the itch, lodged under his skin, to do it again.
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‘Detective Inspector Rome, this is Detective Sergeant Kennedy.’


‘Trident?’ Marnie shook the man’s hand. ‘Yes, we’ve met.’


‘Of course you have.’ Welland nodded at them to be seated. ‘I was forgetting how often gang tension resolves itself into homicide.’


‘Always happy to have DI Rome’s help.’ Kennedy took the chair next to Marnie, facing Welland across the desk. He was her age, dark hair and blue eyes, a swimmer’s build. Dressed neutrally in a grey suit over a white shirt, no tie. If he knew he looked good he gave no sign of knowing it, didn’t cross his legs or fuss with the hang of his jacket. One of Trident’s rising stars.


Welland rested his gaze on Marnie’s face. ‘DS Kennedy is heading up an investigation into an aggravated burglary that took place in the early hours of this morning.’ A beat. ‘At your house on Lancaster Road.’ His left eye was shadowed by a red bruise. ‘Your tenants are in hospital.’ He nodded at Kennedy. ‘Trident think a local gang, kids.’


‘Were they badly hurt?’ She fought to numb her first reaction. Terror, at the thought of blood on those floors all over again. ‘The tenants. I’m sorry, I can’t remember their names, it’s handled through an agency . . .’


‘Alan and Louise Kettridge,’ Kennedy said. ‘They took a beating, but they’ll be okay.’


‘May I see the report?’


Welland started to shake his head but Kennedy said, ‘I don’t have a problem, sir. I’d want to see the report, in DI Rome’s place.’


How much had Welland told him? Did he know how Marnie had knelt on the pavement in Lancaster Road with Welland’s hand heavy on her neck while Forensics walked blood to the mobile unit with their poly bags and boxes? She took the incident report from his hand.


‘We made the house secure.’ Kennedy kept his distance, didn’t try to lean in while she read. ‘Hopefully the agency can sort out the rest. If you’re able to give me a name and number, I’ll make the calls. It’d be useful to know who else has access to the house during the tenancy.’


‘They broke in at the back.’ She kept her eyes on the report. She was thirsty, and knew it was shock. ‘Through the kitchen.’


‘Crowbarred the door. A neat job, considering the mess they made inside—’ Kennedy stopped.


‘What was taken?’


‘Very little, as far as we can tell at this stage.’


She nodded, glad that he hadn’t apologised; she’d had her fill of sympathy six years ago. And whatever mess these kids had made, it couldn’t compare with the chaos left behind by Stephen. From the way he’d bitten his tongue, Kennedy knew that.


‘It’s early days,’ he said, ‘but we think it’s most likely an initiation rite. Very young kids hoping to get into an established gang by showing off their muscle. We’ve had a number of break-ins along those lines, but this one got out of hand. It’s possible the Kettridges pushed back.’ He paused, watching Marnie. ‘Have you met them? Are they the type to do that?’


‘I haven’t met them.’ She handed back the report. ‘Like I said, it’s all done through the agency.’


She would meet them now. Visit the hospital, take flowers. Was that appropriate? What did you take to your tenants after a fresh act of barbarity carried out in your former home?


‘DS Kennedy will keep me informed of progress with the investigation,’ Welland said. ‘I’ll keep you in the loop but you’re busy, I know that.’


He didn’t want her anywhere near this. Protecting her, the way he’d tried to six years ago. He’d told Noah, she realised. That early morning meeting then the awkwardness in the car; Noah knew about the break-in. Had Welland warned him to watch out for her?


‘Pep talk,’ Noah had said, ‘about our teamwork.’


Now Welland was saying he knew how busy she was. Wanting her at arm’s length from what had happened in Lancaster Road. Her ears popped, as if the pressure in the room had changed.


‘I appreciate it.’ She kept her tone neutral. ‘I’m sure DS Kennedy runs a tight ship. I’ll text the number for the agency. If you need anything else from me at any stage, just ask.’


She met Kennedy’s eyes finally, relieved to find no pity there.


‘Thanks. And if you have questions, do the same.’ He matched her tone, hitting it dead centre. Professional courtesy, mutual respect. A nod for Welland. ‘If that’s all, sir?’


Welland waited until he was gone before saying, ‘He’s a good detective. He’ll steer this right.’


‘I don’t doubt it.’ Marnie watched him get to his feet and walk to the table by the window. He came back with two bottles of mineral water, handing one to her. ‘Thanks.’ 


She broke the seal, drank. Held the bottle in her lap. ‘I’m okay.’


He gave a slow nod, pinching the bridge of his nose with his fingers.


‘Bad memories,’ Marnie said. ‘For you as well as me. But it’s okay. I’m not about to go to pieces, or demand a role in the investigation. Believe me, I don’t want to be back inside that house.’


She’d made a promise to herself six years ago that she would never again set foot in there; a rare act of self-compassion at a time when she was flaying herself with guilt and remorse.


‘I’m sorry for Alan and Louise.’ She followed the water bottle’s moulded shape with her thumb. ‘I always wondered how they got on in there—’


How anyone was able to live in that house.


Welland moved his hand. ‘There’s more.’ He paused. ‘I’m stepping out for a while. DCS Ferguson’s stepping in.’


Her mouth dried again at the look on his face.


‘Lorna Ferguson. I doubt you’ve met her. She was in Manchester until recently.’


The bruise under his eye spread its red shadow down his cheek.


Marnie’s heart thumped. ‘You’re not . . .’


He gave a slow nod. ‘The cancer’s back. I need an op and chemo, you know the drill.’ He didn’t smile, wouldn’t make a joke of it coming after the news about Lancaster Road. ‘DCS Ferguson’s a tough cookie, to put it in the vernacular. She’ll keep DC Tanner and DS Carling in check. You think Kennedy runs a tight ship? She favours a frigate, type twenty-three.’


Marnie wanted to reach across the desk and hold his hands. ‘How bad is it?’


‘Oh, you know. Nothing a good surgeon can’t sort out. Providing they keep the kale and chia seed smoothies away, I’ll be fine.’


She returned his smile, but felt a cold rush of dismay. ‘How long will you be gone?’


‘Four months. Long enough for DCS Ferguson to convert you to her tactics. Up north they call her H.M.S. Dauntless.’


‘Dauntless is a destroyer, not a frigate.’


Welland pointed a finger at her. ‘I’m going to miss you. And you’re going to be all right. Leave Kennedy to do his thing. He’s got a big brain so don’t let the boyish good looks fool you.’


‘Not a mistake I’m likely to make.’


She wished he’d stand up from behind his desk; she needed to hold him. How many times had she reached for this man six years ago? Her rock, her rescuer. So tightly tied to her recovery, the distance she’d managed to put between herself and that period of self-flagellation, self-destruction. She struggled to set her pain aside; this wasn’t about her. Other people, better people, were going through worse. ‘You’ll stay in touch? Or I can, via Sean.’ His son.


‘I’m counting on you to smuggle me a decent single malt.’ He got to his feet. ‘And you can stick a pin in any “Get Well” balloons they send me. Damn, I hate hospitals . . .’


He opened his arms. ‘Are we doing this?’


He’d held her after the verdict, as Stephen was being led away to start his sentence. Eight weeks later, he’d told her about the cancer. It’d been coming on for a while but the diagnosis was new. She couldn’t remember hugging him after he beat it that first time but she must’ve done, weak with relief, with not having lost him too.


‘You’ll catch your vigilante.’ Gruffly, across the top of her head.


She kept her face pressed to his shoulder. He smelt of bacon, and aspirin. ‘I thought you didn’t believe in my vigilante.’


‘I’ve been known to get it wrong.’ He set her at arm’s length, raising an eyebrow. ‘Don’t tell DCS Ferguson I said that.’


Marnie fought to keep the fear from her face, skin tightening in resistance to the idea of Ferguson – or anyone – taking this man’s place. ‘It doesn’t sound as if she’ll believe our theory any more than you do.’


‘Catch her half a dozen vigilantes and do the paperwork in record time. She’ll be happy.’


‘I’ll settle for one arrest. And an end to these assaults.’ Marnie knotted her hair at the nape of her neck. ‘Kyle Stratton died. Whether or not he’s a vigilante, we’re looking for a killer now.’
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From the outside, Kyle’s house matched all the others in the street. Grotesquely gabled, faux leaded windows winking, mock Tudor with a heavy emphasis on the mock. A suburban CEO’s wet dream of a home, right down to the rake tracks in the frozen gravel drive.


‘Shit,’ Ron said. ‘How’d he afford this? Twenty-six, I was living in a cruddy bedsit in Peckham with other people’s toenail clippings for company.’


‘The house belongs to his parents.’ Noah checked his phone before pocketing it. ‘They know what’s happened. His dad was at St Thomas’s earlier.’


Brenda Stratton answered the door. Briskly, unsmiling. In an orange cashmere tunic and black leggings, strappy sandals on bare, bony feet. ‘You’re the police. Gerry!’ Calling up the stairs. ‘The police are here. Come on, come through.’


She marched them to a sitting room shiny with furniture polish, the light crazing off glass cabinets and framed photographs, central heating at full blast to combat the cold outside. She knocked the cushions into shape before offering Noah and Ron a seat on the sofa. ‘Gerry!’


‘I’m here.’ A short, round man in a red roll-neck and grey slacks, the same savage suntan as his wife, incongruous given the weather.


All four of them sat before Brenda jumped back up. ‘You’ll want coffee. I’ve made coffee.’ She headed towards the back of the house.


Gerry shook his head, but didn’t try and stop her. ‘We’re knocked for six by this.’


Noah nodded. ‘We want to find the person who attacked Kyle as quickly as possible. We have a few questions, and we’d like to see his room.’


‘I knew you’d ask that.’ Gerry’s face was tanned so deeply its creases were black. ‘They want to see his room, Bren!’


His wife returned with a tray of cups, her sandals slapping at her heels. Brittle bronzed hair, brown eyes under plucked brows. Expensive body lotion, lilies and jasmine. She seated herself next to her husband, twisting a gold cuff at her wrist. Above their heads, photographs showcased the Strattons holidaying in world-cruise-brochure locations. Gerry was a foot and a half shorter than his wife, her bare arm resting across his shoulders with a hint of bingo-wing, but only a hint. She kept herself bikini-ready. Gerry was balding but his face was boyish, blue eyes fringed by blond lashes.


‘He should’ve been on a train coming home,’ Brenda said. ‘Have you spoken to his work?’


‘We’ll be doing that next,’ Ron told her. ‘We wanted to see you first. When was the last time you heard from Kyle?’


‘Saturday lunch,’ Gerry said without hesitation. ‘He honoured us with his presence. Of course it was breakfast, for him. He’d only just got out of bed.’


‘He keeps late hours.’ Brenda blinked but no tears came; it was too soon. ‘Kept late hours.’


‘He was running late,’ Noah said, ‘last night. He didn’t call to let you know he’d be late?’


‘Not a chance.’ Gerry laughed. ‘We’d have been in bed in any case.’


‘He often stayed out late? Didn’t keep in touch?’


‘That was Kyle.’ Gerry’s tone was nine parts resignation, one part pride. Or possibly envy.


‘As far as you know—’ Ron started.


‘No enemies,’ Gerry interrupted. ‘No. Absolutely not. No funny business there. He knew better than that.’ He drank a mouthful of coffee. ‘Credit where it’s due. He did know better than that.’


At his side, Kyle’s mother beat time with her sandal against her heel. Her toenails were painted the same electric orange as her tunic.


‘Do you know the names of the workmates he was drinking with?’ Ron asked. ‘It’d save us a bit of time down the line.’


‘Oh he was mates with the lot of them. Made friends like that,’ Gerry snapped his fingers, ‘easy-going.’ He polished his bald patch with the palm of his hand. ‘Very easy-going was Kyle.’


Noah had been in a lot of rooms like this one, breaking terrible news to bereaved parents. Always the atmosphere was empty, as if the loss had taken a chunk from the house and the people in it. Often they held onto their grief until he’d gone. One woman had smiled and nodded and thanked him until the door clicked shut and she howled on the other side, her grief unwinding, filling the house. Here, it was different. The Strattons were different. It didn’t feel as if anything was missing. More as if something had been added – a wall of resistance around Brenda and Gerry, their sun-beaten faces blank beneath the holiday snaps.


‘If we could see his room . . .’


Gerry nodded at his wife with a hint of triumph. ‘I told you they’d want to do that.’


‘I’ll do the washing-up.’ She scooped the coffee tray from the table, power-walking away. ‘And put the bins out.’


Kyle’s room was at the back, overlooking a garden as trimly spacious as the house. Half an acre of lawn tortured into icy stripes, frozen shrubs like sentries on all sides. Central heating was cooking the bedroom. Double bed with a blue duvet pulled neat to its pillows, double-fronted wardrobe with mirrored doors, desk and chair, iPod dock, expensive speakers. Two suitcases at the side of the wardrobe with luggage tags on their handles. A trouser press hung with a pink silk tie. Everything clean and tidy. Stripes hoovered into the carpet to match the lawn outside.


‘How long’s he lived here?’ Ron asked.


‘Never moved out.’ Gerry rubbed his thumb at a smear on the mirrored wardrobe. ‘Property prices in London, can you blame him? We’ve got the space, as you can see.’


‘You didn’t see a lot of him, though.’ Ron sent a look of sympathy across his shoulder. ‘Treated it like a hotel, did he?’


Gerry gave a stiff nod. ‘Put a bit of money our way for food and fuel. That was the trade.’


A business arrangement? It didn’t sound like a family.


‘He liked to go drinking with his mates.’ Ron opened drawers in the desk. ‘That was a regular thing? Making friends, going out, coming back late?’


Gerry nodded again and folded his arms, staying beside the wardrobe. He was sucking in his gut, either from force of habit or because he was on edge. Detectives in his dead son’s room; that would put anyone on edge.


‘Had he ever run into trouble before?’ Noah asked. ‘Drinking late in London, travelling back on the last train. That can be . . . lively.’


‘Never any trouble. Not like this. No.’


Nothing in the room suggested that Kyle had known his attacker. No drugs stashed in the desk or wardrobe, both suitcases empty. His passport was in the desk, together with a recent bank statement. No unusual transactions. He’d earned a good salary, and known how to spend it.


‘When was the last time he left the country?’ Noah asked.


‘Oh he was always flying off here and there. Stockholm before Christmas, with friends. He got the travel bug from us, but hated hot countries. We like the sun. He liked the clubs.’


‘Did he have a partner?’


‘Nothing steady. Work and play, that was Kyle. Work and play.’


Noah returned the passport to the drawer, sliding it shut. ‘He was in a juvenile detention centre when he was fifteen. That’s right, isn’t it?’


Gerry clenched his jaw. ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’


‘We’re looking at all the angles,’ Ron said appeasingly. ‘We have to.’


Kyle’s dad ignored him, focusing on Noah. ‘He did three months for being a bloody idiot, falling in with the wrong crowd, with a thug. Jack Goodrich.’ He spoke the name with a ripe contempt. ‘Kyle thought the sun shone out of him. He was fifteen. A bloody idiot, but it was nearly twelve years ago. Ancient history. I can see why you’d bring it up.’ Slight emphasis on you. Because Noah was black? ‘I can see that. Makes me ashamed to this day. Kyle was ashamed too once he’d woken up to what a fool he’d been.’ Pride in his voice, and a certain grim satisfaction that he’d helped his son towards his epiphany. ‘Never fell for any of that tomfoolery again, never followed anyone else’s lead. He was doing the leading. Not wild. Just working hard, and having fun. Good and clean, nothing you’d need to look into. Nothing like that.’ He walked into the centre of the room, eyeing the bed. ‘He’d moved on. Nearly twelve years. I told him at the time, “This’ll dog you. It’ll dog you.” And I was right.’ His voice sharpened. ‘I saw him at the hospital. Thank God his mother didn’t. His eye must’ve been hanging out of his head—!’ He tapped with his thumb at his right cheek. ‘Nothing here, smashed to bits he was.’ He blinked. ‘That’s the lunatic you need to be looking for, the one who did that. Not digging up old dirt, raking it up. He did his time when he was fifteen, learnt his lesson the hard way. Never forgot it. You want to be finding this maniac.’


‘We will,’ Ron said. ‘We’ll find him.’


Gerry nodded, stepping back a pace, out of breath. He looked around the room again. ‘I knew you’d want to see in here. And I knew you’d bring up that nonsense from years ago. First thing I said to his mum when I got home from the hospital.’ He glared at the bed. ‘Oh, I knew.’


‘Thanks for letting us look round,’ Ron said. ‘We’ll keep in touch.’


‘I know how this works.’ His neck was flushed with anger. ‘You’ll keep in touch, yes.’


Ron walked to the door, and Gerry followed.


Noah crouched to collect a scrap of black plastic from under the desk, the room’s sole trace of untidiness. Pocketing it, he went down the stairs to where Brenda was waiting in the hall.


‘They’ll be in touch,’ Gerry told her. ‘Everything’s just like I said it’d be.’


His wife held the front door open. She’d washed her hands, taken off her rings, fingers pinched white at the tips. Cold crawled in from outside, making her toes curl inside their sandals.


‘Thanks for the coffee,’ Ron said. ‘And sorry, again.’


‘Shit. Well, that was fun.’ Ron started the car, rubbing an elbow at the inside of the windscreen. ‘Awkward, when you brought up the detention centre.’


‘You heard him. He was expecting the question.’ Noah fastened his seat belt. ‘Drive round the block, would you? I want to check something.’


‘What?’


‘Whether it’s bin day.’ He took out the scrap he’d pocketed. ‘This’s from a bin liner, right?’


Ron peered at it. ‘Brenda was putting them out, that’s what she said, doing the washing-up and putting the bins out.’


‘Gerry knew we’d want to see Kyle’s room. He’d tidied in there.’


Ron whistled under his breath.


‘It might not be relevant.’


‘Yeah. Could just be ditching his porn. But still . . .’


The bins were out in the road behind the Strattons’ house. Wheelie bins with house numbers painted on them. If all the bins in the neighbourhood followed the same pattern it wouldn’t be hard to identify the one into which Brenda had put the black plastic bag from Kyle’s room.


Noah took a photo on his phone, texting it to their contact at the local police station with a request to monitor the waste collection from outside the Strattons’ house.


‘You reckon they’re dodgy?’ Ron rested his forearms on the steering wheel. ‘They weren’t too cut up about Kyle. Busy planning their next cruise, probably.’


‘I think they were upset. I’m just not sure what was upsetting them.’


Ron pulled away from the kerb, joining the traffic back into town. ‘He hated being asked about the detention centre. She’d been told to keep quiet, I reckon.’


‘I don’t know. I didn’t get the impression Gerry was in charge in there. Or Brenda, especially.’


‘A house that clean and tight? Like a bloody drum.’ Ron shook his head. ‘Someone’s locking it all down. I reckon it’s him. Napoleon complex.’


‘Napoleon was five foot six. Two inches taller than Nelson.’


‘Taller than Gerry, too. Wonder if she hates having to wear flats all the time . . . If he’s not making the rules in that house, who is?’


‘Maybe no one. Or maybe Kyle. Out late, using the place like a hotel, not letting them forget the trouble he was in once before. You’re right, Gerry hated me bringing that up, but I didn’t have to bring it far. He hadn’t forgotten what his son did. Racially aggravated assault.’ Noah watched the houses going by, each with the same Tudor pretension. ‘What did their neighbours think of that? It must’ve made their lives tricky. And if Kyle didn’t grow out of it, whatever his dad says, if he was making trouble for someone the night he died . . .?’


‘Or being made to pay for it, by someone who’s not forgotten what he did any more than his dad has. You reckon they’d cover for him, if they knew something? If he’d been threatened?’


‘Possibly. It’ll be interesting to see what’s inside that bin—’


Noah’s phone buzzed. ‘DS Jake.’


‘Your post-mortem results await.’ It was Fran Lennox. ‘You’ll want to bring DI Rome. This gets interesting.’
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Finn emptied the bins, going from room to room with a plastic liner, checking for dust balls and scraps of tissue, anything that might make trouble for him. Dirt was his enemy, he’d learned that lesson the hard way. He hated bin day, hated hearing the lorries in the street, the one that rattled with glass and the big one with the crusher at the back that dripped all the way up the road.


He watched from the window upstairs for the bin man with the tartan beanie. His lorry had a purple Teletubby jammed in the grill at the front. He’d seen Finn standing in the window. Weeks ago, right after Brady took him. He’d pushed the beanie to the back of his head and looked up and seen Finn. Their eyes had met.


Finn had waved his arms and thumped on the window. ‘Help me—!’ He’d hated doing it, like some shithead Disney princess, but it was the first time anyone had seen him and he’d been starting to feel invisible. He’d thumped on the window, ‘Call the police!’ and okay so the windows were soundproofed maybe, the whole place was sealed up tight, but that pig in the beanie had seen him. Their eyes had met. And he’d – waved. Put his hand up and wriggled his fingers like Finn was a fish in a tank he was teasing. Not even a proper wave, like – like a fucking finger-tickle.
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