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Day One






Chapter 1



Martha White stirred, rolling onto her side and clutching her pillow. She’d been caught in a strange netherworld between sleep and wakefulness, her uneasy rest punctured by nightmares of missed connections and lost children, but a noise downstairs had brought her back to reality. Often she was aggravated by Greg’s return – trainers tossed off noisily in the hall, fridge door slammed shut – but tonight she was glad of the disturbance. She always slept better when she knew her husband was home.


Settling back down, Martha buried her face in the soft cotton, breathing in the washing powder scent, praying that sleep – proper sleep – would claim her. She was bone-tired, the customary round of chores and childcare having sapped her last vestiges of energy. Given the chance now she would sleep for a thousand years, happily embracing the oblivion of the night, waking refreshed and revitalized, ready to be the mum she always hoped she could be. But this was not an option, of course. She would be up at the crack of dawn, so the best she could hope for was a few hours of decent rest before duty called.


Happily, Greg was not lingering tonight. Sometimes when he returned from training, adrenaline coursing through him, he’d loiter downstairs, snacking, watching TV, catching up on emails. But already she could hear him locking the front door and switching off the hall lights, a sound that always reduced Martha’s anxiety levels, signalling the true beginning of the night. Grateful, Martha felt a pulse of love surge through her. Despite their occasional differences, she and Greg were a good team – kind, caring and always thoughtful towards one another. She knew they were lucky to have found each other, luckier still to have been blessed with a happy, healthy child. There was so much misery, disappointment and anger out there in the world – they were the fortunate ones.


Sleep was fast claiming Martha and it was with a lazy tug that she hauled over Greg’s side of the duvet, revealing a welcoming patch of pressed white sheet. How nice it would be to drift off in his arms. How nice to be at peace, if only for a few precious hours. Martha’s body felt heavy, her consciousness dimmed, barely registering the gentle closing of the bedroom door, then Greg’s measured tread towards the bed. But she felt the mattress sag as he climbed in beside her and she gently slid her bottom towards him, waiting for his bulk to envelop her. Did life get any better than this?


To her surprise, however, nothing happened. Martha was so nearly asleep now, lost to all-consuming fatigue, yet still she registered the lack of contact, the absence of Greg’s muscular body next to hers. Why was he holding off? What was he doing? And now through her groggy confusion, Martha realized something. The mattress was sagging more than usual tonight, an unexpectedly heavy weight pushing down on it, her body sliding inexorably towards her companion. And, even as confusion consumed her, Martha noticed something else – a smell. An unfamiliar aroma, musky and intense, like a man’s aftershave …


Martha’s eyes snapped open, her heart pounding. Panicking, she tried to turn, to cry out. But before she could so, a hand clamped down forcefully over her lips, stifling her scream.





Chapter 2



A piercing shriek rent the air, then rubber bit tarmac and the bike sprang forwards, roaring away from the scene of the crime. Within seconds, the impounded boat was just a speck in Detective Inspector Helen Grace’s mirrors, her Kawasaki Ninja propelling her away from Southampton Docks. It had been a successful night, but now she wanted to be away.


It was a bitterly cold January night and fog shrouded Millbrook Road, as Helen powered along the dual carriageway. Within seconds, she found herself at the Teboura Way roundabout and, swinging right, she changed direction, doubling back on herself and heading fast towards the city centre through the suffocating mist. In one sense, these conditions were comforting – in the fog you could be anonymous, secretive, concealed. But in another way, they were alarming, as it was impossible to tell who might be lurking within the dank, cloying shroud.


Helen kept low over her handlebars, her eyes searching for – anticipating – danger. She made it to Winchester Road without incident and before long was bearing down on the heart of this complex, damaged city. Now a number of options opened up to her, an assortment of routes back to her flat, the selection of which seemed fraught with peril. Helen always chose at random, having only one rule – that she never used the same route on successive days. Perhaps she was being overcautious, but she was not prepared to take any chances – not when she had a death sentence hanging over her.


Helen was celebrated at Southampton Central for bringing her cases to a successful conclusion, but her last investigation had ended badly. Yes, she had brought a killing spree to an end, unravelling the mystery that lay behind a series of baffling murders, but the perpetrator had escaped, vowing to revenge himself on Helen by sending an anonymous killer her way at a moment of his choosing. It had been four months since Alex Blythe’s chilling threat, four months during which Helen had hardly slept.


Helen knew that she was running scared, jumping at shadows, but it was impossible not to be fearful when you considered how far Blythe’s reach extended. A psychiatrist and addiction counsellor, Blythe had compromising material on scores of local people – husbands, wives, mothers, fathers who had confessed all to him, believing that their sins, their obsessions, their addictions would remain confidential. Blythe had chosen to use this information against them, coercing his patients into killing for his pleasure and, though his reign of terror was at an end, there was one more murder he intended to execute.


Keeping alert for fellow bikers, for vehicles pulling alongside her, Helen swung suddenly across the traffic, nipping ahead of a dawdling car to dart down Bentham Street. Her journey home was always like this – fitful, erratic, improvised. If she couldn’t predict her route home, then hopefully neither could a potential assassin. It was exhausting, living one’s life in permanent expectation of violent death, but Helen could see no other way. For even if her logical self urged her not to see phantoms in the shadows, her animal side remained forever alert, regarding even the narcotics officers at tonight’s port raid with suspicion, anyone she couldn’t personally vouch for now a source of concern. Given Helen’s chequered past, the list of bona fide allies was very short, hence her constant state of alert.


She was now on Firth Street, bearing down on her flat. Part of her longed to be back there, within those familiar walls, but another part of her was tempted to keep going – to drive along the coastal road or even north to the M25, where she could weave in and out of the traffic, forever one step ahead of her destiny. It was foolish, but these days she never felt safer than when she was roaring along the open road. It was, she reasoned, harder to hit a moving target.


One day perhaps it would be over. Maybe the National Crime Agency or Interpol would get a fix on Blythe, finally bringing her persecutor to book. But in the meantime, her paranoia, her suspicion, continued to run rampant, her nightmare seemingly without end.





Chapter 3



Martha kept her eyes shut, praying for her ordeal to be over.


Her attacker had ordered her to lie face down on the bed and Martha hadn’t dared resist, even when he stuffed a dirty rag in her mouth and wrenched her arms backwards, binding her wrists together. Seconds after this, she’d felt his fingers seek out hers and for a disorienting moment, she’d thought he was trying to hold her hand. But then she felt a sharp tug on her wedding band and realized the nature of his intentions. Her engagement ring soon followed, both yanked without ceremony from her protesting flesh, before her assailant relented, rising and moving away.


Momentarily, Martha was too shocked to react, but confusion and alarm now turned to anger. This was her house, her bedroom, those were her rings – treasured keepsakes that spoke of her commitment to Greg, but which also conjured up precious memories of their engagement in Hawaii and wedding in Beaulieu. How dare he snatch her rings away as if they were mere baubles, chunks of metal and stone to be sold for cold, hard cash. What kind of low-life was he? Even now, she could hear the intruder rifling through her jewellery box, helping himself to a lifetime of gifts and purchases, not to mention the heirlooms she’d inherited from her mother, before her untimely death.


Keep it together, Martha. Keep it together.


The words sprang to her mind, unbidden, but welcome. Yes, half of her wanted to scream, to yank at her ties, to thrash out her outrage, but her wiser half counselled caution, reminding her what was at stake. Images of Bailey suddenly filled her thoughts and Martha’s outrage immediately vanished, replaced instead with concern for her baby girl. As long as both she and her daughter were unharmed at the end of this awful attack, what did it matter if she lost a few valuables? She felt foolish now for caring about things which could be replaced, maybe even recovered. It was flesh and blood that counted.


She had to keep quiet and sit it out. To do as she was told, then wait, helpless but relieved, for Greg to come home. As she thought this, anger bullied its way into her thoughts – why wasn’t Greg here to protect them? – but she quickly shrugged off these fruitless accusations. This wasn’t his fault. The only person to blame here was the violent intruder now stalking her home.


Her attacker had finished ransacking the dresser and once more all was quiet. Martha didn’t dare look, hardly dared to breathe, waiting for the thief to leave the room and pad away down the corridor. She strained her ears to take in his departure, but to her alarm, he now headed back to the bed, climbing onto the mattress. Instinctively, Martha pulled her knees up, clamping them together. Terror mastered her – she felt breathless and dizzy, even as tears filled her eyes. Was his grim theft just the opening insult, the first part of a sickening violation of her life and happiness? Suddenly, Martha knew she had to move and she lurched sideways, attempting to throw herself off the bed. She had barely shifted her body, however, before a heavy hand clapped her on the back, forcing her down. Still Martha bucked, desperately trying to free herself, but her attacker’s hold was unyielding, the weight of his arm flattening her. Any moment now she expected to feel his coarse hands on her, tearing at her clothes, her skin, but to her surprise nothing happened. It was as if he was just sitting there, staring at her. She could feel his eyes boring into her, as they lay on the bed together like an odd couple …


And now suddenly, with total clarity, Martha knew exactly what was happening. Knew that the situation was far worse than she had initially imagined. This was the reckoning. What the events of the last two years had been building inexorably towards. Now Martha did open her eyes, craning around to see her attacker, determined to beg for her life, despite the awful, choking rag in her mouth. But once more she was pushed back down, her nemesis unwilling to face her.


Desperately, Martha’s eyes scanned the room, searching for some means of salvation. Her gaze was drawn to the mirror on the wardrobe door, which provided her with a partial view of her tormentor. He was swathed in shadow, sinister and indistinct, but even so she knew it was him, knew what he had come for. And now, as if in answer to this sickening realization, she noticed him move, raising something above his head. Fixing her eyes on the mirror, Martha tried to work out what it was, peering through the near darkness, as her heart pulsed with terror. And now, finally, she saw it – the blade of a hatchet catching the light sneaking in from the landing.


Martha froze, then with a sudden burst of energy, she screamed, screamed for all she was worth, even as the damp cloth slid down her windpipe. It was painful, muffled and ultimately fruitless – before her muted scream had ended, her attacker struck, bringing the axe down hard on the back of her head.





Chapter 4



Nothing stirred, nothing moved. Outside, the unforgiving wind could be heard, rattling the windows and shaking the letterboxes. But inside, the house was quiet as the grave.


Turning the lights off, Detective Sergeant Charlie Brooks headed upstairs, taking care to avoid the seventh step which always protested loudly, keen not to disturb her slumbering children. Jessica and Orla were a handful at the best of times, but had been particularly trying tonight, bickering, crying, answering back, leaving Charlie utterly exhausted by the time they finally went to sleep. She’d been supposed to read with Jessica tonight, the elder of her two, but couldn’t face it, instead adding a fictitious entry to her reading record and opting for a glass of wine instead. The crisp Sauvignon Blanc had been refreshing, but hadn’t dispelled the knot of tension in her stomach. It would take more than alcohol to do that.


Cresting the stairs, Charlie slid across the landing into the master bedroom. Her hand moved instinctively towards the light switch, but then she pulled it back. She didn’t want its harsh glare tonight, illuminating the neat, empty bed, so opted instead for the comfort of darkness. Increasingly Charlie preferred it this way, often getting undressed in the gloom, preferring not to draw attention to her post-baby figure, which had once been trim and lithe, but now felt lumpen and unattractive. At first, she’d done this to conceal her form from long-term partner Steve, but now she did it as much for herself, though this scarcely made her feel any better.


Sipping her wine, Charlie sat down on the bed, pulling her phone from her pocket. She scrolled through her recent calls, then, after a moment’s hesitation pressed CALL. Immediately she felt the knot in her stomach tighten. She knew she was being silly, a little crazy even, but she wanted to talk to him, to be reassured by his smooth, gentle voice. But with dull predictability, voicemail clicked in.


‘Hi, this is Steve. Leave a message!’


Charlie hung up, tossing the phone onto the bed. Another night spent alone, another night wondering where he was. Every time she asked, he blamed work, saying he’d been kept late at the body shop, but where was all this work coming from, this sudden flurry of vehicle repairs? What was so pressing that he had to spend night after night away from home? It made her angry, it made her resentful. But more than that it made her scared. It was their anniversary soon – an event Steve normally made a big deal of – but this year he’d hardly said a word about it. It was as if he was no longer interested, as if he no longer cared.


Rising, Charlie crossed to the window, tugging the curtains aside. The wind had dropped now and the darkened street was lifeless and cold, as if frozen in time. She longed for some activity to distract her – a couple snuggling as they hurried along, a dog walker braving the elements, even Steve scurrying back home – but there was nothing, no movement at all. Charlie felt a wave of emotion rise within her, distress cloaked in panic, and she tried to clamp it back down. She must not be paranoid, not let her anxiety run away with her. Instead, she should gather herself, do something productive – there was plenty of casework to catch up on and numerous domestic duties outstanding – yet despite her best intentions, she found she couldn’t move. She was gripped by insecurity, by fear, and though she knew she was torturing herself, she remained stock-still, staring out into the night, lost in the darkness.





Chapter 5



He paused on the threshold, looking back into the room. Martha White’s lifeless body lay on the bed, hidden in the gloom. From a distance, you’d think she was slumbering, dead to the world. But the blood spatters on the wall, which were now creeping their way earthwards, staining the wallpaper an obscene crimson, gave the lie to that fantasy.


A woman’s cardigan hung on a chair by the door and he paused now, wiping the axe blade on the fabric, watching with fascination as the wool sucked up the viscous liquid. Satisfied that the blade was clean, he turned and moved away down the corridor. The carpet was rich and yielding, the sound of his tread consumed by the thick pile, yet to him each step sounded like a hammer blow, alerting the world to his crime. His brain was pulsing, his heart pounding. Having done the deed, he now just wanted to get the hell out.


He hurried towards the staircase, but even as he did so an ear-splitting cry rang out. It was so sudden, so unexpected that he jumped out of his skin, before spinning to face his accuser. But there was no one in the corridor, no one near the scene of his crime and to his surprise, he now realized that the noise was coming from the bedroom across the landing. His instant reaction was to turn and run, but so piercing was the noise that instead he pushed open the door and hurried inside, determined to confront his accuser.


As he did so, he realized how addled his thinking had become. In the gentle light of a rotating mobile, a baby girl was illuminated, hollering for all she was worth. Crossing quickly to the cot, the intruder stared down at the unhappy infant. He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but his sudden appearance only distressed her further, the baby’s face screwing up in alarm. The sheer force of her crying, the savage volume of her cries took him aback. Is it possible she knew? That somehow she’d sensed her mother’s death and was determined to raise the alarm, trumpeting her outrage in the hope that good folk would now descend on her killer? Surely there could be no other explanation for the superhuman decibels that she dragged from her tiny lungs? Was she accusing him? Shaming him?


He had to make her stop. Even putting aside his paranoia, it was possible her persistent crying would alert passersby or excite the interest of neighbours. Even as he thought this, he heard a noise outside. Was it someone opening the garden gate? Coming to investigate? Turning to face the infant, he knew she had to be silenced, that he could not make his escape with this persistent alarm ringing out. Gripping the handle of the hatchet, he stared at the baby girl, willing her to cease crying, but her little face was puce with distress, beyond consolation. There would be no stopping her … unless he stopped her.


This had never been his intention, she was the innocent in all this, but suddenly he felt as if he had no choice, as if life, fate, karma was driving him towards this grievous act. Slowly, he raised the axe, willing himself to be bold, to screw down his courage. Looking away from the scrunched-up face, he counted down from three.


Three, two, one …


Letting out a curse, he brought the axe down.


But as he did so, he caught himself, stopping the blade in mid-air. Something had captured his attention. And now, in spite of himself, he let out a laugh, a long belly laugh. It was so obvious, so bloody obvious – why hadn’t he thought of it before? Lying next to the baby’s sticky mouth, half concealed under her chubby cheek, was a dummy. A bright yellow dummy. This was what she’d been craving, its absence the cause of her sudden distress.


Lowering the axe, he picked up the dummy, placing it gently in her mouth. Immediately, the howling ceased, the baby sucking contentedly on the rubber teat. Even more amazingly, within seconds, the little girl was asleep, her distress forgotten. Peace reigned, the silence broken only by the gentle music of the spinning mobile.


Shocked, but relieved, the intruder turned on his heel and hurried out of the room, leaving the unwitting baby girl to her slumber.





Chapter 6



Helen moved fast up the silent stairwell, her gaze searching the dark corners, the gloomy doorways. But the home straight presented no dangers tonight – she was quite alone.


Mounting the top-floor landing, Helen hurried to her front door. Swiftly, she slid a key into the upper deadlock, then the lower one, before moving on to the latch key. Moments later, she was inside, the steel door bolted and secured behind her. Routine now kicked in and, baton drawn, she moved cautiously from room to room, satisfying herself that no intruders lay in wait. Helen was exhausted, out on her feet, and part of her was tempted to throw herself down on the bed and pass out, but fear drove her on. Leaving the bedroom, she returned to the kitchen, snapping open her laptop to scroll through the footage from her security cameras. The door cam revealed little, save for her neighbour’s excursion to Tesco Metro and the in-flat cameras less still. Her home was secure.


‘The temperature will be an icy three degrees tonight and the wind chill factor will make it feel considerably colder …’


Helen liked to have the radio on in the evenings, a voice to penetrate the all-consuming quiet of her flat, and as the weather report continued, she crossed to the living room, throwing herself down on the sofa. Tugging off her boots and socks, she let her head fall back onto the soft fabric, closing her eyes. Images of the night’s work filled her thoughts – the protesting ship’s captain and crew, the aggressive search team, a huge haul of cocaine found in a secret compartment under the transom – but she pushed them away. She needed to escape from her duties, her daily life, to embrace something outside of herself, something mundane, ordinary and safe.


‘So, if you are heading out tomorrow, I’d dig out a hat and gloves and if you’ve got a nice woolly scarf, I’d throw that on too …’


The gentle Hampshire lilt of the reporter’s voice added to the cosiness of this image, and Helen longed to lose herself in fantasies of winter fun, but her mind wouldn’t let her rest, intent on playing its usual grim game of word association. Mention of the scarf made Helen think of necks and suddenly her thoughts were drawn to Alex Blythe, standing in her flat, in her bedroom, slowly ringing the life out of his poor pet. Blythe had left his spaniel on her bed as a parting gift, even as he called Helen to make his final, awful threat. The import of his chilling message was bad enough, but the knowledge that he had delivered it whilst standing in her home struck deep. He had been here, sitting on her bed, calm and collected, amused by his omnipotence.


Blythe hadn’t been seen since – not a single sighting in over five months – but his presence lingered. Helen had reinforced the flat’s defences, installed top of the range security equipment, but this hadn’t made her feel any better. A vendetta had been declared, one Helen felt sure the psychiatrist would make good on, in person or by proxy. Which is why even when she was home at night, safely locked away from a dark, dangerous world, Helen couldn’t rest. Isolated, lonely, she was never truly alone these days, the spectre of Alex Blythe forever on her shoulder.





Chapter 7



He slid the key into the lock and turned it gently. Sighing softly, the door relented and he hurried inside, keen to be out of the cold. His running gear was expensive and efficient, trapping the heat generated by his exercise, but the wind was cold tonight, its bite sharp.


Closing the door behind him, Greg White slipped off his trainers. They were still damp and he knew that he would get it in the neck if he left wet footprints all over the hall floor. Removing his clinging socks, he hung them on the nearest radiator, then padded into the kitchen. The lights were off and he left them like that, keen not to disturb his slumbering family. Their newly fitted kitchen was still visible, however, the moonlight streaming in through the roof lights, illuminating quartz, steel and oak. Greg knew it was pathetic to covet inanimate objects, but the sight of their kitchen, which had been designed to wow visitors, never failed to thrill him.


Why not, mate? You’ve earned it, he thought to himself happily, crossing to the fridge and pulling the door open.


A chilled bottle of water awaited inside and he snatched it up, pouring himself a large glass. One gulp, two, three, he sucked the icy liquid in until he could hold his breath no more, lowering the glass and drinking in the air instead. Man, he felt better than ever tonight – energized, adrenalized, alive. Why did he not do this more often? It was such a refreshing alternative to the rigors of work and the endless demands of their delightful but demanding baby girl. Replacing the bottle in the fridge, Greg slid across the tiled floor, keen to be upstairs. Martha had not been sleeping well, had complained as much this morning, and the sooner he was in bed the better. He was tempted to head to the very top of the house, to use the guest room, but he knew Martha wouldn’t stand for this. However tired they were, however ground down by parenthood, there was no question of separate beds. Martha’s parents’ fractured marriage made her very sensitive on that point.


Mounting the stairs, Greg hurried towards the bedroom, pausing only to peek into Bailey’s bedroom. To his relief, she was sound asleep, sucking contentedly on her dummy. Greg knew people had differing views on the use of pacifiers, but God, how it had improved their lives. Whoever had invented them deserved a knighthood, along with the clever people who thought up swaddling blankets and Calpol.


Retreating, he moved on, padding as quietly as he could to the bedroom. He hesitated on the threshold, intrigued to see if Martha was asleep or not. Occasionally she conked out, but if she hadn’t managed to, she was often to be found tossing and turning in the darkness, occasionally offering a terse comment about his late return. Happily, all seemed quiet within, the still form of Martha just visible in the gloom, so teasing the handle down, he crept inside, closing the door gently behind him.





Day Two






Chapter 8



DC Japhet Wilson hopped from foot to foot, casting accusing glances at the Whites’ front door, now decorated with yellow-and-black police tape. He was only a week into his new job at Southampton Central and, though he’d known he’d have to confront some challenging situations, he hadn’t been expecting this.


The police operator had fielded the call just before midnight. A panic-stricken husband begging for help, trying to put into words the scene of horror he had just discovered.


‘My wife … she’s … she’s been attacked … There’s blood everywhere, oh my God … Come quickly. Please just come …’


Japhet was glad he’d never manned the phones during his career – how did these people remain calm, collected and dispassionate when confronted by such distress? – but better that perhaps than having to deal with the grim reality. Uniform had secured the house in St Denys by the time he arrived, giving him fair warning of what he was about to discover, but still the sight of that poor woman took his breath away.


Nauseous, Japhet tugged a packet of cigarettes from his pocket. He was still the senior officer on site, had been for hours, witnessing the sickly grey dawn break over this blighted house, but he could probably get away with a crafty smoke before the boss arrived. Yet, as he put the cigarette to his lips, bile suddenly rose in his throat. Thinking better of it, he replaced the cigarette in its packet. He’d enjoy one later, when he felt normal again. Whenever that would be.


He was due to finish his shift soon, had said he’d call his mother when he was done, but that would have to wait. No one would be clocking off today. Even when he did finally talk to her, what news would he send back to Walthamstow? There was no question of giving her the full details of this incident – she would be sick with worry, convinced Southampton was a hotbed of murder and depravity – but she’d know that he was distressed, so he’d have to give her something. The question was what.


He was still mulling on this when he heard a motorbike screech to a halt. Without looking up, he instinctively straightened, turning to face DI Grace. She was the reason he’d joined the Major Incident Team, impressed by her courage, leadership and dynamism. Even now she was tugging off her helmet and bearing down on him, eager for news.


‘What have we got?’ she asked, getting straight to the point.


‘Female Caucasian, thirty-two years old. Martha White, wife of Greg White and mother to a six-month-old, Bailey.’


Helen Grace said nothing, grim-faced.


‘We believe she was killed sometime after 7 p.m. last night. The husband found her just before midnight.’


‘What about the child?’


‘She’s fine, though we believe she was in the house when the incident took place.’


‘Jesus Christ …’


Wilson nodded; that was exactly how he’d reacted when told of the baby’s narrow escape.


‘Who’s had access so far?’


‘Just uniform. They’ve established a common approach path, taped off the significant areas. Oh, and Jim Grieves is in there. He’s in the bedroom now.’


Nodding, Grace turned to leave, then paused, turning back to her latest recruit.


‘Do you want to come with me? You might learn something.’


‘Better stay here, ma’am. We’ve already had a few rubberneckers. Don’t want them contaminating the scene …’


A ghost of a smile seemed to pass across Grace’s face, before she replied:


‘Right you are.’


She departed, picking her way carefully towards the front door. Wilson watched her go, knowing his dedication hadn’t fooled her for a second. She knew by the look on his face, his body language, why he wanted to remain outside. He always tried to be dispassionate, to do the job without emotion or fear, but he couldn’t muster his normal composure today. He didn’t feel professional. He didn’t feel in control. In truth, he felt sick as a dog.





Chapter 9



She was immediately struck by the silence. Stepping inside the well-appointed house, Helen noted the family photos, the neatly stacked baby toys, the pile of letters on the hall table – this was clearly a busy family home, full of hustle and bustle, but today it was deathly quiet, as if everyone present was holding their breath.


Holding their breath for what? For something to happen? Well, something had happened, something unexpected and shocking. Helen only had the outline details so far, but she could tell from DC Wilson’s haunted expression that she was walking into a horror show. That she was prepared for, she had attended countless scenes of butchery over the years, no, it was the lifelessness of the house that set her nerves jangling today. It was the kind of sombre quiet usually reserved for funerals.


Sticking carefully to the common approach path, Helen made her way to the first floor. A familiar face, PC Frank Cottesloe, stood guard on the landing and he nodded towards a door at the far end of the corridor as she approached.


‘You’ll find laughing boy in there …’


Helen returned the nod, hurrying past. She wanted to get this over with now, to ascertain the hard facts and start the investigation into this gruesome crime. Even so, she slowed momentarily as she passed a door on her right, peering inside to see a spacious nursery. Helen was momentarily thrown back to her own childhood – you could have fitted their entire flat into this little child’s room – then was yanked back to the present, the eerie atmosphere of the vacant nursery making Helen feel crushingly sad. What an awful start in life for the poor kid.


Pulling herself together, Helen carried on, reaching the end of the corridor and teasing open the bedroom door. Stepping inside, she found the burly form of Southampton Central’s chief pathologist looming over the marital bed, engrossed in some close quarters examination. Beneath him, on the blood-soaked mattress, lay the brutalized body of a young woman. Face down on the bed, Helen couldn’t divine what she looked like – what her colouring, complexion or expression was – but she had a clear view of the inside of her skull. The back of her head had been split open, revealing brain, sinew and muscle, and there appeared to be several further gashes on her upper back and shoulders. Above her, on the wallpaper, on a canvas portrait of her family, were numerous streaks of dried blood, a testament to the frenzied nature of the attack.


‘No, I don’t think much of their taste in decoration either.’


The pathologist straightened up, his tone as dry as a bone.


‘Jim …’


Her rebuke was good-natured, but he waved it away anyway, too long in the tooth to countenance criticism.


‘As you’ll have gauged, this was an extremely violent attack,’ Grieves continued, unabashed. ‘The victim had a rag forced into her mouth, her hands were bound with elasticated cord, then she was struck four times with a bladed implement. Could be a garden tool, but I’d say it was probably a small axe or hatchet of some kind.’


Helen winced.


‘First blow did the damage, square to the back of the head, fracturing the skull. Death would have been pretty much instantaneous, so I’m guessing the blows that followed – one to the right shoulder, two to the upper back – were probably just the result of adrenaline or someone enjoying themselves.’


It seemed an odd way to describe this vicious attack, but Helen let it go.


‘The spatter patterns on the wall are consistent with the blows, so the blood wasn’t placed there deliberately. This was an in-and-out job, brutal but efficient.’


‘So, no other injuries of note? No signs of sexual assault? Or torture?’


‘Nothing obvious. Nor any defensive injuries on her hands or arms, so it’s safe to say she was subdued before she was attacked.’


The thought made Helen’s blood run cold – was Martha surprised by her attacker as she slept?


‘That said,’ Grieves continued, ‘the marks on her fourth finger suggest her rings were recently taken off, which might provide some clue as to motive.’


Helen was already scanning the rest of the room, her eyes latching onto the empty jewellery box that lay upside down on the disordered dresser. Had Martha’s attacker fumbled in the darkness for his spoils, upsetting perfume bottles and keepsakes as he did so? If so, was it worth it? Was any amount of material gain worth this?


‘If I were you, I’d have a scout around the garden shed, talk to the husband, see if there are any tools missing, if the elasticated cord belonged to them. Might help you decide whether this was opportunistic or professional …’


Helen seriously hoped it was the former, but as yet there was no way of knowing.


‘Any signs of the attacker? Hairs, fibres?’


‘Not so far,’ Grieves replied. ‘I can’t see any scratching around the victim’s mouth where the rag was applied and the elasticated cord seems to be clean as a whistle. Also, you’ll note that the killer found time to wipe his blade on her cardigan, just where you’re standing …’


Helen took a step away from the chair, noticing now the dull smear of brownish red on the white woollen cardigan.


‘… which suggests that he was in control throughout, measured and precise, despite the excessive violence,’ Helen added, concluding Grieves’s thought.


This time it was Grieves’s turn to nod, as he responded:


‘Brutal and assured. Not two adjectives you generally want together.’


Even as he spoke, Helen’s gaze was drawn to the blood-spattered canvas above the bed. It was a studio shot of Martha White and her husband sitting cross-legged on the floor, their baby girl between them. Both parents were beaming, flush with the joy of their new arrival and even baby Bailey appeared to be smiling, gummy and toothless, her mother’s hand supporting her, as the infant twinkled at the camera. Once more Helen felt a sharp stab of sorrow for the little girl, barely a year old, who would never feel that support, that love, again. Helen knew these photos were often contrived and that it was possible dark secrets lurked within the private lives of this happy trio, yet it was impossible not to read the love, excitement and optimism in their faces, a testament to a family who had lived, loved, then been violently ripped apart.





Chapter 10



A noise made him look up, snapping him out of his reverie. Greg White had been lost in thought – bleak, horrible thoughts – before a squeal from Bailey suddenly brought him to his senses. Disoriented, confused, he turned to discover that he’d been disturbed by a squeak of excitement. His little girl was enjoying herself.


It seemed impossible given the horrific events of the night, but there was no denying it. She was propped up on the carpet, staring at the TV, gurgling and smiling at the antics of JoJo and GranGran. It was at once intensely moving – to see that happiness was still possible – yet also deeply jarring. The contradiction cut deep, the realization that Bailey had no idea of the disaster that had befallen her family, of the bitter loss they had endured. In time, when she was capable of understanding, he would have to explain to her what had happened, but the thought made him feel sick. What words could he find to express such horror? How could he explain it to her when none of it felt real to him?


He was in shock, he knew that, still not really processing what had happened. Once he’d given his statement to the police, he’d fled to his parents’ house in Shirley, collapsing into their arms, even as Bailey slept, oblivious in her car seat. They both had journeys to go on – he from dull shock to anger to grief and perhaps eventually to acceptance, she from happiness to loss. It would be a slow, painful process and for both a bewildering one. Though in full command of the facts, he couldn’t make sense of Martha’s horrific death and Bailey would be similarly helpless. She wouldn’t be able to verbalize her feelings for years to come, but there was no question that she would miss her mother’s presence in the interim. That she’d yearn for her touch, for her kisses and tenderness. What would she make of her mum’s sudden absence? Would she cry? Would she protest? Or would she just move on, finding comfort in her father’s arms or those of her grandparents, who’d always doted on her and who’d now be an ever-present feature of her life.


It suddenly occurred to Greg that Bailey might not even remember Martha. Obviously he would show her photos and do everything he could to keep her memory alive, but would Bailey truly remember her mother’s smell, her touch, her presence? It was awful to think that she might just simply … forget.


He by contrast would never forget. As soon as he’d entered the room, he’d sensed that something was wrong, even before he’d flicked on the bedside light to reveal that scene of carnage. He had stumbled backwards at first, landing in a heap on the landing outside, unable to take in the blood-soaked sheets, the brutalized body on the bed. Their bed, the marital bed, where they had laughed, cried, fought, made up and loved. Where they had conceived their baby girl. It was the crucible of their marriage, their family, a place of so much joy, happiness and emotion, yet in the end it had proved to be the site of their undoing, a place of violence, horror and pain. He had run from it, run as fast as he could to scoop up his baby girl and sprint to the phone, yet he knew that the image of desolation would stay with him forever, burned in bloody detail on his brain.


He would never be free of it, it would haunt his waking thoughts and nightmares for years to come. He’d had it all – a lovely wife, a beautiful daughter, a big house, a successful business – but it was all worthless now, stained by another man’s evil. He would never see his lovely Martha again, never thrill to have such a wonderful lady in his life, nor would he ever set foot again in the house that had once been his pride and joy.





Chapter 11



‘Front door was locked from the inside, according to the husband. So it looks like our man gained access from the rear, ma’am …’


Thanking PC Cottesloe, Helen descended the stairs. Her timing was spot on, for as she reached the hallway, a familiar face appeared, stepping cautiously into the house, whilst pocketing her warrant card.


‘Morning, Charlie.’


Her old friend looked up, startled, before managing a half smile.


‘This is a nasty one, so if you’ve just had breakfast, I’d give it a moment,’ Helen continued. ‘Jim Grieves will be done shortly, then it’s all yours …’


Helen’s words seemed to depress Charlie even further, the latter managing a resigned shrug. Her deputy appeared tired this morning, her usual sparkle absent.


‘If you’re OK to scout around upstairs,’ Helen added briskly, ‘I’d like to check out the point of entry.’


‘Sure thing,’ Charlie replied, slipping on latex gloves and heading towards the stairs.


Helen watched her go, intrigued, then turned and followed the marked path through the kitchen towards the utility room. Something was clearly up with her comrade in arms – Charlie had been distant and uncommunicative of late – but whatever it was would have to wait. Helen had work to do.


The small utility room was deserted, the photographer already having been and gone and Helen took her time to examine her surroundings. It was a modern, well-appointed space with a washer dryer, lacquered storage cupboards and an old-fashioned pully maid hanging from the ceiling. A pile of clean laundry hung on the wooden slats – pants, socks, T-shirts and a host of brightly coloured Babygros – but Helen turned away from those, not wanting emotion to distract her from the job in hand.


Crossing the tiled floor, she came to a halt by the door, which gave onto a narrow side passage. It was modern in style, a huge slab of reinforced glass with a tasteful aluminium frame. Just in front of the door on the inside was an inlaid mat, on which the lock mechanism lay, buckled and redundant. Already Helen was doing the calculations – the house was at the end of the street, meaning an intruder in the side passage wouldn’t have been visible to any other house. The glass pane in the door meant the intruder could see in clearly, ensuring the coast was clear, and the solid matting would have deadened the sound of the falling lock. The question now was, how it had been removed.


Stepping out into the side passage, Helen turned back to examine the frame. And now she had her answer. Something large and flat – an axe blade perhaps? – had been forced between the edge of the door and the door frame just above the lock, then worked back and forth, the pressure increasing with each motion, buckling the frame, until eventually something had to give. That something had been the lock, popping obligingly onto the floor. How long had it taken the intruder to gain access? Two minutes? Less?


Moving away, Helen was intrigued to spot a security camera in the side access, pointing directly down at the doorway. It looked modern and operational, a little red light glowing on the face of the machine. For a brief moment, Helen’s spirits rose, but as she moved closer, she noticed that the lens had been spray-painted black.


Swearing under her breath, Helen continued on to the garden. It was a large, manicured space, a vast lawn flanked by a stone path leading to the rear. On the back wall of the house hung a large security light, its sensor keeping a watchful eye on the lawn and borders. But a loose trailing wire below it served as further evidence of the intruder’s caution. If it had illuminated him on the way to the house, he’d made sure it wouldn’t do so again on the way back.


Suppressing her rising anxiety, Helen moved swiftly down the path, searching for signs of damaged foliage or footprints in the soil. Finding nothing, she soon found herself at the garden shed. If the intruder was an opportunistic attacker it was probable that he had stolen his weapon here, but the padlock was firmly in place and the windows locked, further evidence that Martha’s attacker had come prepared.


Pressing on, Helen found herself by the back gate, guarded now by a uniformed officer. Beyond it, a rear access passage ran the length of the street. It was no doubt convenient for residents, but also a security nightmare, offering unfettered public access to the rear gates of these high-end properties. Leaning down, Helen was not surprised to see that the gate had been forced open, the broken padlock lying on the floor below.


Retreating, Helen returned towards the house. The narrative of Martha White’s murder was slowly taking shape and even as she approached the shed, Helen noticed something else, another small detail in the grizzly story of trespass and violence. A large bush flanked the garden path and approaching it from a different angle, Helen noted that some of the lower branches had been recently broken, the inner flesh of the snapped branches still a vivid white. Dropping to her hands and knees, Helen made out a partial footprint, pressed into the moist soil, rainwater still visible within it.


Inwardly, Helen shivered, knowing exactly what this meant. Having gained access to the garden, Martha’s attacker had hurried to this bush, using it as cover perhaps as he surveyed the house. There he had lingered, swathed in the darkness, his mind pulsing with violence, looking up at the quiet suburban residence, watching and waiting for his moment to strike.





Chapter 12



‘I spy, with my little eye, something beginning with “H” …’


Emilia Garanita couldn’t suppress a smile, as she looked down at Helen Grace from her vantage point.


‘Hopeless? Hapless? Hilarious?’


The journalist chuckled, amused by her own wordplay, watching with naked enjoyment as the veteran police officer walked slowly up the garden path. Even from this distance, Emilia could see that Grace looked troubled.


‘What’s worrying you, Helen? What have you found?’


Shifting her position, Emilia tried to get a better angle, hoping to see Grace’s expression more clearly. This was no easy feat, the experienced reporter perched precariously in the upper branches of a tree which stood on the street adjacent to the Whites’ property, affording a decent if partial view of their large garden. Emilia knew she would cut a comic figure if discovered, but she’d had no choice. The neighbours had told her she wasn’t welcome on the street and with no other properties looking onto the crime scene, she’d had to improvise. It had been the devil’s own job getting up here, but once safely in the upper branches, the journalist could linger, concealed in the shadows of the tree’s mighty arms.


‘What’s going on, Helen? Tell Auntie Emilia …’


Her eyes remained glued to the police officer, who stood stock-still, examining the path edge and flower beds. Since DS Joseph Hudson’s sudden fall from grace, Emilia had lost her main source of insider information and, without a willing stooge within the Major Incident Team, she’d had to gather what scraps she could from less senior sources. She had cultivated one of the desk sergeants, a garrulous new officer called Jack Sumner who liked a drink or three, who had told her of a serious night-time incident at a detached house in Belmont Road, in the St Denys area of the city. More than that he couldn’t tell her, but Emilia had been doing this long enough to guess some of the details. CID, pathology and forensics were all present, and in force, meaning this was clearly a serious crime, presumably murder. The owner of the house, Greg White, had been spotted earlier this morning leaving the house with a baby in tow, but there was no sign of his wife Martha. Presumably she lay somewhere in the house, though the circumstances of her demise remained shrouded in mystery for now. As Greg White had not been arrested and, given Grace’s careful investigation of the back gate and garden path, it was safe to assume that the house had been visited by an intruder. A burglar? A rapist? Angry relative? Spurned lover? Time would tell, but Emilia longed to know.


Her legs were beginning to ache, permanently tensed to keep herself upright, so she shifted position. As she did so, her left foot slipped slightly and she had to grasp a nearby branch to save herself from falling, snapping it as she did so. Steadying herself, Emilia looked down into the garden and was surprised to find Helen Grace looking in her direction. Shielding her eyes from the winter sun, the Inspector seemed alarmed, startled even, clearly fearful that she was being watched. Emilia stayed completely still, holding her breath and happily a few seconds later, Grace turned away, continuing her inspection of the garden. Settling back down, Emilia resumed her stakeout, mentally scrolling through the possible circumstances of Martha White’s death, all the while keeping a firm eye on her old nemesis. So often in their relationship Helen Grace had had the upper hand, but today Emilia was in the ascendancy, watching the troubled officer from her high vantage point, undetected, unsuspected and totally in control.





Chapter 13



Charlie hovered over the empty cot, trying to calm her breathing. She’d felt anxious from the moment she awoke this morning and being in the bereaved baby’s nursery was not helping her state of mind. Gripping the rail, Charlie closed her eyes, inhaling and exhaling methodically, trying to muster some semblance of professionalism.


‘Come on, Charlie, keep it together …’


Easy to say, less easy to do. She’d had a poor night’s sleep, disturbed by Steve’s late return, then been further discomfited by Helen’s early call, asking her to attend a major incident. She’d hoped to spend some time with Steve and the girls this morning, but instead had hauled her weary bones to an address in St Denys, only to be confronted there by a scene of indescribable horror. A young mum butchered – there was no other word for it – butchered in her own bed.


Charlie had lingered in that awful room for as long as she could bear, before retreating here. Grieves, Meredith Walker and the others would provide the hard intel from the physical crime scene, it was her job to investigate the surrounding rooms, and she was profoundly glad of it. She felt nauseous and dizzy already, feelings only exacerbated by exposure to the corpse across the corridor, so she was glad to have something else to concentrate on.


She’d investigated the landing and two of the rooms that led off it. These, a guest bedroom and a spacious study, appeared untouched, so her search had led her to the nursery. Wooden letters were fixed to the door, spelling out the name Bailey in gentle pastels, and inside the room was just as tasteful. Newly decorated with elegant blinds and furnishings, stuffed full of soft toys, cushions and family photos, the room was dominated by the large wooden cot. Charlie stood by it now, thinking not of the crime scene itself, but of the cot’s occupant – a little girl whose life had just taken a savage and unexpected turn.


The tiny bed lay empty, save for the baby’s blanket and a toy monkey that lay on its back next to a yellow dummy. The whole room seemed undisturbed and Charlie was about to turn away when she spotted something. In the corner of the cot, half hidden by the scrunched-up blanket, was a small red dot. Teasing the soft fabric aside, Charlie’s suspicions were confirmed – the mattress was stained with a single drop of blood. It was fresh, a rich crimson colour, neither smeared nor smudged. In fact, it was a perfect circle, as of course it would be, if dropped from above.


Charlie gripped the rail tighter. He had come in here. Whoever had murdered Martha White had come into the nursery, weapon in hand, standing over the crib to peer down at the sleeping babe. She felt light-headed, choked with emotion at the thought of a brutal killer ranged above the helpless child. What had gone through his mind? Had he been tempted to harm the baby too? It didn’t bear thinking about, yet couldn’t be ignored, as there might be valuable forensic evidence within the cot itself. Rattled, but determined, Charlie called out to Meredith – the whole room would have to be dusted and swept, the contents of the cot bagged and labelled. It felt good to be doing something useful, sending a spike of much needed adrenaline coursing through Charlie. Perhaps her discovery might help them progress the case. Perhaps it might even help them unmask Martha White’s killer. And at the very least it would help keep Charlie’s mind off what had happened here last night, how close one tiny girl had come to disaster.





Chapter 14



Killing the engine, Helen kicked out the stand, then dismounted. Pulling her helmet off, she scanned the street quickly, checking for approaching pedestrians or vehicles, but the suburban street was quiet and unthreatening. It was mid-morning and Leith Avenue, nestling in the heart of sleepy Shirley, was at peace.


Crossing the road, Helen made for number thirty-two. Gerald and Anne White, Greg’s parents, had lived at this address for over forty years and it was here that their son had sought sanctuary. This interview was not one Helen was looking forward to – you never knew how people would react to such a traumatic event – but she knew she couldn’t avoid this conversation if she was to make sense of this baffling crime.


The gate squeaked noisily, heralding her arrival, so Helen didn’t waste time, striding purposefully towards the front door. Raising her hand, she was about to rap on it when suddenly her pocket started vibrating. Quickly, she retrieved her phone, checking the caller ID. Immediately, her heart sank – it was Chief Superintendent Alan Peters.


‘Good morning, sir,’ Helen answered, in as bright a tone as she could muster. ‘What can I do for you?’


It was a question Helen had asked herself many times since the conclusion of her last major investigation, given the tension that continued to plague their relationship.


‘I’d like an update on the Belmont Road murder,’ came the brief response.


Just wanted to check up on me, Helen thought to herself. Her maverick style of policing and her ill-judged relationship with former colleague DS Hudson had permanently soured her relationship with the station chief and now Peters kept a watchful eye on her. This angered Helen more than she could say. She was the innocent party in the whole sorry affair – hence why she was still in post, whilst Hudson had been kicked out of the Force and was even now facing criminal charges for misuse of public office – but she knew that if she wanted to keep her job, she would have to play nice.


‘I’ve done a preliminary tour of the property. It looks like an intruder gained access to the house late last night, murdering Martha White and making off with some valuable items of jewellery …’


‘Bloody hell. Didn’t they have any security?’


‘Her attacker took care of that whilst gaining entry. He was very methodical and measured, which suggests he’s either a professional or someone who was highly motivated to kill.’


‘You keep saying he,’ Peters responded calmly. ‘Are you sure it’s a man?’


‘Not one hundred per cent, but the size of a partial footprint found in the garden points that way, as does the violence of the attack. The killer blow was struck with considerable force, splitting the victim’s skull wide open.’


That shut him up. Helen seized advantage of this lacuna to try and make good her escape.


‘I’m just about to interview the husband – obviously I’ll report back anything significant.’


‘Be sure you do. Given the affluence of the victim and the nature of the attack, we can be sure this is going to be a very high-profile story.’


Helen suppressed her desire to reply that Peters was stating the bloody obvious. When the victim of a violent crime was photogenic, rich and white, the story always had top billing in the press, other ‘less marketable’ victims shunted further down the batting order. It made Helen’s blood boil, but it was unquestionably true, meaning Peters would be on her back constantly from now on.


‘So I want to be across everything,’ Peters continued, confirming her fears. ‘And I want this investigation done by the book.’


Helen didn’t need reminding. After the unhappy conclusion of the Blythe case, Peters had read her the riot act, promising her that from now on the slightest misstep, the tiniest procedural error on her part, would result in dire penalties, perhaps even dismissal. Helen was dancing on a tightrope, one Peters was prepared to shake at any given opportunity. Indeed, Helen sensed he would enjoy doing so, finally ridding Southampton Central of a known troublemaker.


‘Absolutely, sir. I’ll call you later with an update.’


She rang off, pleased to be rid of his insidious presence. Angry and frustrated, Helen rapped on the door. Never had she felt so beleaguered as she started a major investigation. Last night’s brutal crime was bad enough, but Peters’ constant questioning of her, and the looming threat of a shadowy assassin, shredded her nerves, making Helen feel as if she was under siege. It was dispiriting and upsetting, sapping her energy and resolve. But as she heard cautious footsteps approaching the door, Helen knew she had to swallow down her emotion and focus on the needs of the White family. They were suffering and it was her duty to be professional, to deliver justice for them. There was no question of being weak, distracted or selfish.


She had a killer to catch.





Chapter 15



‘This was him.’


The words flew from his mouth, harsh and bitter. Greg White paced the floor of the living room, gesturing to Helen as if she should know what he was talking about. Helen took him in – the pallid expression, the dark rings, his shaking hands – this was a man on the edge of a breakdown. He looked exhausted, yet couldn’t stop moving – anger, desperation and adrenaline powering his restless movement.


‘Who are you referring to, Greg?’


‘Him,’ he repeated impatiently. ‘Andrew Berman.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘Because he’s made her life a misery for the last two years. You know he has …’


Helen knew exactly who he was referring to. She’d run a check on Martha White’s name before biking to Shirley, intrigued to discover that the victim had recently suffered a campaign of harassment and intimidation at the hands of a former work colleague, but she was wary of getting ahead of herself. Martha’s personal history did suggest an obvious suspect, but she’d need more details before she could form any meaningful conclusions.


‘Tell me more,’ she replied calmly. ‘We have the basic facts on file, of course, but I’d rather hear about it directly from you.’


Her request seemed to take the wind out of his sails, White crumpling onto the sofa, cupping his face in his hands. For a moment, Helen thought he was going to break down, but when he removed his hands, Helen could see that his features were set and angry.


‘Martha … Martha used to work for an accountancy firm, one of the big ones, before she quit to help me with the business.’


‘You run a chain of nurseries across Southampton, right?’


‘Yes, have done for several years now. I’m CEO, Martha’s CFO, we’re a tight ship, but prior that she worked for Anderson’s.’


‘On Dorset Street?’


Greg nodded, but for a moment said nothing, lost in thought. Eventually, he continued, his voice bleak.


‘She and this guy Berman had a one-night stand, after a drunken work do. She immediately regretted it – the guy was a creep – and she made it very clear that she’d no interest in any kind of romantic relationship with him. But Berman wouldn’t have that, felt that they had some kind of special connection, so he started harassing her, trying to woo her. When she told him it wasn’t going to happen, it got nasty.’


‘Meaning?’


‘He started spreading rumours about her, blackening her name. He had sex toys sent to her office in her name, trying to make out that she was some kind of slut …’


His voice wavered, raw distress tempering his fury.


‘What happened then?’


‘Well, she complained obviously. The company tried to wriggle out of it, but over time Berman’s behaviour became so objectionable that they were forced to conduct an internal investigation. In the end they threw the book at him – he was suspended, then fired when things didn’t improve. He was a bloody outcast.’
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