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PART ONE


      SUMMER COLD
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      It was a house of secrets. Dark secrets, old secrets.

      


      

      Bad secrets.


      

      Cam knew it as soon as he saw it. Felt it, sensed it. Not just derelict but desolate, collapsing under the weight of its own

         despair. A solid shadow, deeper than black.

      


      

      The old house was on a patch of ground just by the river, opposite the Old Siege House pub and restaurant at the bottom of

         East Hill in Colchester. Beside where an old mill had been converted into a set of fancy apartments. It was an area of old

         buildings, some dating back to Elizabethan times, mostly all sympathetically restored. The area had managed to retain some

         character and the properties were starting to go for inflated prices. There was a demand for more of the same. Or at least

         a cheap contemporary copy.

      


      

      But first the area had to be cleared. And that was where Cam came in.


      

      His back to the morning traffic, walking down a single-track road, he had felt good. His first job after three months claiming

         Jobseeker’s Allowance. A labourer with a building and demolition company. Seventeen years old, one of the few from his class to actually get a job. Not what he wanted; he loved reading and wished he could have gone to university, studied

         English. But he was realistic. Kids like him didn’t go to university. Especially not now. Still, he should be grateful to

         be working, to be busy. Happy to be anywhere except at home watching Jeremy Kyle become Cash in the Attic.

      


      

      He had passed an old brick wall on his right, behind which a grand Georgian house had been renovated, turned into offices.

         All gleaming white sash windows, polished brass plaques, ornamental trees guarding the huge front door before the curling

         gravel drive. Cars for the office staff were parked on his left, their engines still ticking, cooling.

      


      

      Cam imagined himself driving a car like that one day, working in an office like that one day too. Having a secretary, even

         playing golf. Well maybe not the golf. But something like that. Perhaps they would love his work at the demolition company

         so much he’d be promoted. Move on up the company until he was top man.

      


      

      Cam smiled. Walked on.


      

      Then the trees overhead closed in, darkening the morning, chilling the air, and Cam’s smile faded. The traffic noise diminished,

         absorbed by the trees. Old and thick-trunked, they deadened the mechanical rushing sounds of vehicles, replaced them with

         the natural white noise of rustling leaves. Cut off from the road, the noise of the leaves increased, shushing and whispering

         all around him. The sunlight barely glinted through the dark overhead canopy. Cam’s smile disappeared completely. He shivered.

         Felt suddenly alone.

      


      

      Beyond the cars was a wasteland. Poured concrete posts, heavy, moulded from old oil drums. Chained together, bordering a weed-infested

         gravel patch. The first line of defence, keeping people away from the building.

      


      

      Then the fence.


      

      He stopped before it. Sturdy, heavy mesh panels anchored into solid concrete bases. The surrounding bushes and weeds had grown

         through and around it, pulling it towards them, trying to claim it for themselves. ‘Dangerous: Keep Out’ and ‘Do Not Trespass’

         notices were attached to it by plastic ties, barely visible amongst the green. Warnings to the curious. Cam didn’t look at

         them. He was just glad he wasn’t doing this at night. Place was creepy enough in the daytime.

      


      

      Behind the fence was rubble and weeds, fighting for space, dominance. And beyond all that was the house itself. Cam took a

         good look at it.

      


      

      A solid black shadow, absorbing the daylight, holding it within. Giving away nothing. Then he saw something rise from the

         side of the building, slap down again with a leathery sound. Like huge crow’s wings. A horror-film monster. He jumped, gasped.

      


      

      Cam turned, thinking of running away. Stopped. Tried to get hold of himself. This was ridiculous. It was morning, and it was

         just an old house. He looked at it again. Studied it, confronted it. Hoped his scrutiny would take its power away.

      


      

      It was more like an old barn or storage house. And it was old. Very old. Black wooden slats cladded the exterior, most of

         them askew or collapsing with age and disrepair, leaving exposed lath-work and bare brick underneath. What he had taken for

         crow’s wings was a huge sheet of black plastic attached to one side of the building. A cheap makeshift repair, now tattered

         and useless, left hanging beyond its useful life.

      


      

      There were huge gaps in the roof tiles, exposing the aged, water-damaged skeletons of beams and joists. At the far end was

         a one-storey extension, blackened plasterwork, rotted wooden window frames. A crumbling brick wall exposed a flat concrete

         area. Beyond that was the River Colne, dirty brown, plastic debris and greasy scum bobbing slowly along. 

      


      

      So close to the road, the town, and he could have been anywhere. Or nowhere.

      


      

      Just a house, Cam told himself. Just a house. Nothing more.


      

      ‘What you waitin’ for?’ A voice behind him, loud and angry-sounding.


      

      Cam jumped, startled. He turned.


      

      ‘Come on, get a move on. We’re on the clock here.’ The newcomer looked at his watch to emphasise the point. ‘Shift it.’


      

      ‘Sorry … ’ Cam found his voice. ‘Sorry, Gav … ’


      

      His boss had been following him down the path. Cam was so wrapped up in the house that he hadn’t even noticed. Galvanised

         into action by Gav’s words, pleased to have some reinforcements, he pushed and pulled at the fence, tried to get it to budge.

         Sharp branches slapped at his face and limbs. Leathery green tendrils seemed to wrap themselves round his arms and legs, tugged

         at him. Cam felt panic, unreasonable but insistent, rise within him. He gave one final heave and eventually, sweating from

         the exertion, his knuckles red and sore from the metal and green from the foliage, he managed to make a gap wide enough to

         squeeze through.

      


      

      ‘Yeah, that’s right,’ said Gav behind him. ‘Just make enough room for yourself, you skinny little bastard. Selfish twat.’


      

      Cam thought of answering, explaining his sudden panic, his irrational, instant fear of the building before them, apologising

         even. Had the breath in his mouth ready, but didn’t use it. Gav was just joking. In his own way. Funny and charming, he thought

         himself, while other people just found him loud and offensive. Plus he wouldn’t understand why Cam was so suddenly scared.

         But then Cam didn’t understand it either.

      


      

      Just a simple job, Gav had said. A two-man crew, do a recce, decide how best to demolish the place, plan it, do it. Clear

         the land to cram in yet another development of boxy new houses and flats. The last thing Colchester needed, Cam thought, more boxy new houses and flats. But he tried to have

         no opinion on it. Because he needed the job. And because some of those boxy little houses weren’t bad. He quite fancied living

         in one of them.

      


      

      Cam heard the fence rattle and clang behind him, felt it vibrate and shake. He also heard curses and expletives, as Gav forced

         his steroid-pumped body through as loudly as possible. Cam, reluctant to enter the house alone, waited for him. The other

         man joined him, stood beside him looking at it.

      


      

      ‘What d’you think?’ Gav said, sweating from the exertion.


      

      ‘Like the House of Secrets,’ said Cam, instantly regretting it.


      

      Gav turned to him, a sneering smile on his lips. ‘The what?’


      

      Cam began to stammer. ‘Th-th-the House of Secrets. It’s from a comic.’


      

      ‘Bit too old for comics, aren’t you?’


      

      Cam blushed. ‘Read it when I was a kid. It was a … a horror comic. These two brothers. Cain and Abel. Abel lived in the House

         of Secrets. Cain lived in the House of Mystery. With this graveyard between them.’ He paused. Gav hadn’t said anything, so

         he continued. ‘Cain was always killin’ Abel. But he was always back to life for the next issue.’

      


      

      He expected Gav to say something, insult him in some way. Take the piss. But he didn’t.


      

      ‘Cain and Abel,’ said Gav. ‘That’s the Bible, that. First murderer, first victim.’


      

      Cam just looked at him, eyes wide in surprise.


      

      ‘What? Just ’cos I work in demolition doesn’t mean I’m thick.’ Gav looked away from Cam, beyond the fence, across the path.


      

      ‘Hey look,’ he said, pointing. He laughed. ‘There’s another. That must be your House of Mystery.’


      

      Cam looked. Gav was right. There was another building further down the road in even worse repair than the one they were standing

         in front of. It looked like a row of old terraced houses, boarded up and falling apart, the foliage reclaiming it. Eerie and

         isolated. Even the graffiti that covered it looked halfhearted.

      


      

      And in between, thought Cam, the graveyard.

      


      

      They stood in silence. Cam eventually found his voice.


      

      ‘Creepy place,’ he said, ‘innit? Like … like somethin’s happened here.’


      

      ‘What, like an old Indian burial ground or somethin’?’ Gav laughed. ‘You’re too sensitive, you. An’ weird.’ He sniffed. ‘Now

         come on,’ he said. ‘We better get crackin’. ’Cos it’ll be bloody murder if you don’t get a move on. We ain’t got all day.

         Let’s get inside.’

      


      

      Gav stepped in front of Cam, crossed towards the boarded-up doorway. Cam followed reluctantly. As he did so, he saw something

         on Gav’s face that he hadn’t seen before. Something that the mouthing off and bravado didn’t cover.

      


      

      Fear.
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      Up close, the house looked – and felt – even worse.
      

      
      The back wall was covered with tarpaulin panels. Over the years, the edges had peeled away from the wood and brickwork, and
         now they resembled a line of hooded cloaks hanging on a row of pegs, just waiting to be worn to some sacrificial black mass.
      

      
      Cam shivered again.

      
      In amongst the cloaks were the remains of a doorway. Frame rotted, eaten away from the ground up, paint flaked off and blown
         away. The door it held looked flimsy enough too, missing paint showing wood that looked like shredded wheat.
      

      
      ‘Go on, get it open.’

      
      Gav’s voice behind Cam.

      
      Cam reached out, turned the handle, pushed. Nothing. Pushed again, slightly harder this time. Still wouldn’t budge. And again,
         more force this time. Nothing. He stopped, turned to Gav. Hoping that would be the end of it. That they could leave now. Return
         to the sun, the warmth.
      

      
      Gav had other ideas. ‘Useless twat, give it here.’

      
      He twisted the handle, pushed. Hard. Nothing. Anger, never far from the surface of Gav’s steroid-addled psyche, was rising within him, reddening his face, making him tense his
         arms. He stepped back, shoulder-charged the door. A splintering sound, but it held firm. The sound was encouragement enough.
         Gav did it again. And again.
      

      
      The door resisted, but eventually, with a loud crack and a shriek of breaking timber, gave.

      
      Gav stood there, bent double, hands on knees, panting.

      
      ‘Go on then, kid … in you go … ’

      
      Cam looked between Gav and the darkness. Reluctantly, he entered.

      
      It took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the gloom after the bright morning sunshine outside. And once they had, it
         was pretty much as he would have expected. Razor blades of dusty light cut through the gaps in the wood and brickwork of the
         walls, illuminating a desolate, dank space.
      

      
      The boards beneath Cam’s feet creaked as he put pressure on them. He was wary about entering further in case the floor gave
         way beneath him. A shadow loomed behind him.
      

      
      ‘Come on, get movin’.’

      
      Cam stepped further into the house.

      
      ‘Jesus Christ … ’ Gav again. ‘That smell … ’

      
      Cam hadn’t noticed he had been holding his breath. He let the air out of his lungs, breathed in. And immediately gagged. The
         stench was awful, almost physical in its putrid power.
      

      
      ‘God … ’ said Gav. ‘Smells like someone died in here … ’

      
      ‘Don’t say that.’

      
      Gav looked at him, about to make a joke. But Cam could tell he was becoming just as scared. Gav said nothing.

      
      ‘Let’s look around.’ Cam was surprised at the strength in his voice, the bravery of the statement. But it had nothing to do
         with bravery. He just wanted to get this over with as quickly as possible. The sooner this house was demolished, the better.
      

      
      Cam, still wary of the floorboards, moved further into the room. The smell was overpowering. Cam hated to admit it, but Gav
         had been right. It smelled like someone had died in there.
      

      
      There was a set of stairs off to the left of the room, leading upwards. They looked, if anything, even riskier than the floorboards.
         Directly ahead was a doorway through to another room. It had no door, and Cam was aware of quick, darting movements in the
         shadows at his feet as he moved slowly towards it. Rats. He hoped.
      

      
      The remains of a kitchen were decaying in the next room, cabinets empty, doors missing or hanging by half-hinges, lino underfoot
         broken and missing.
      

      
      ‘Anything there?’ said Gav from the main room.

      
      ‘Kitchen,’ said Cam. ‘Or it was once.’ At the far end of the room was another doorway. Cam moved towards it. There was a door
         in this one. Closed. And it looked newer, sturdier than the rest of the inside. He reached down. The handle looked newer too.
      

      
      Heart skipping a beat, he turned it.

      
      A sudden light came from behind him. He jumped, screamed, shut his eyes.

      
      ‘It’s a torch, you soft bastard,’ said Gav.

      
      Cam forced his heart rate to slow down. Gav swung the torch round the main room. The small black shadows scuttled away. They
         were rats. But something else had been there. Among the debris of the falling-apart building, the bricks, old concrete and cement,
         pieces of wood and broken furniture, were more recent leavings. Pizza cartons. Fast-food wrappings. Newspapers. Gav shone
         his torch down on them.
      

      
      ‘Look at that,’ he said. ‘The date. Couple of weeks ago. Recent … ’

      
      The bad feeling Cam had been harbouring increased. ‘Let’s get out of here, Gav. Come on. This … this isn’t right.’
      

      
      Gav frowned angrily, fighting the fear inside himself, not wanting to show it. ‘Bollocks. Just some old tramp or somethin’
         been dossin’ down here. Come on.’ He pointed to the door. ‘What’s in there?’
      

      
      ‘Toilet?’

      
      ‘Open it.’

      
      Cam, sweating now, turned the handle.

      
      It wasn’t a toilet. It was another flight of stairs, this time leading down. The darkness sucked away what light there was
         like a black hole.
      

      
      ‘Gav … ’

      
      Cam stood back to let Gav see. Gav drew level. The two of them in the cramped kitchen filled it, made the place seem claustrophobic.
         Gav shone the torch into the dark stairwell. The two of them looked at other.
      

      
      ‘Go on then,’ said Gav, licking his lips.

      
      Dry from the steroids, thought Cam. Or fear.

      
      Cam opened his mouth, wanted to complain, but knew it would be no use. Putting his hand out to steady himself against the
         wall, he began to make his way downwards.
      

      
      The wall was clammy, cold. He felt damp flaking plaster and paint beneath his palm. The steps creaked as he placed his feet
         on them, felt soft at times.
      

      
      He reached the bottom. Felt hard-packed earth beneath his boots, a low ceiling above his head. The smell was worse down here;
         corruption allied to a pervasive dampness that made his skin itch and tingle unpleasantly.
      

      
      He crouched and looked round. Saw shadow on shadow. Behind him, Gav started to move down the stairs, swinging the beam of
         his torch as he did so. Cam caught flashes of illumination, made out something at the far end of the cellar.
      

      
      ‘What … what’s that?’ He pointed. Gav stopped descending, stayed where he was on the stairs.
      

      
      ‘What’s what?’

      
      ‘Over there, it’s … ’

      
      Something glimpsed in the beam’s swinging light. Quickly, then gone. A construction of some sort, criss-cross.

      
      And behind it, within it, some kind of movement.

      
      ‘Come on,’ said Gav, ‘let’s get out of here.’

      
      ‘Just a minute.’ Cam surprised himself with the strength in his voice. His heart was hammering, blood pounding round his body,
         but fear or no fear, he wanted to know what he had seen.
      

      
      ‘What d’you mean, just a minute? Come on, we’re goin’.’

      
      ‘Wait.’ Cam’s voice, stronger now. ‘Point the torch over there, in the corner.’

      
      ‘Why?’ Panic creeping into Gav’s voice now.

      
      ‘Because there’s something over there.’

      
      Gav, grumbling, reluctantly did so. The beam illuminated a cage, built into one whole wall of the cellar. The bars were the
         colour of stained teeth, tied together with what looked like strips of old leather.
      

      
      ‘Jesus … ’ Gav tried to back away, found he couldn’t move. ‘A cage … What’s … what’s a cage doin’ down here?’

      
      Cam didn’t answer. He didn’t know the answer. Fascinated, he started to move towards it.

      
      ‘Where you goin’?’

      
      ‘Just … I saw something … ’ Cam kept walking. Slowly. ‘Keep the torch pointed at the cage. Let me see … ’

      
      Something moved in the corner. Shifted. A shadow with substance and bulk.

      
      ‘There’s somethin’ in there … ’ Gav, no longer hiding the fear in his voice.

      
      Cam stopped walking. Stood rooted to the spot, staring. He glanced round, back to Gav.

      
      ‘Keep the torch there.’
      

      
      Cam reached the cage. Extended a hand, touched it. The smell was worse in this corner. Animal waste, plus corruption. The
         bars themselves stank. Cam leaned in close, smelled them. Like old bones in a butcher’s shop.
      

      
      He froze.

      
      Old bones. That was exactly what they were.

      
      ‘Come on! I’m goin’.’

      
      The beam wavered as Gav turned, indicated the way back upstairs.

      
      ‘Give me a minute,’ Cam shouted back.

      
      ‘I just want to—’ He didn’t get to say what he wanted to do. With a clanking rattling of chains, the thing in the cage sprang
         at the bars, roaring. It grabbed Cam by the arm, the neck.
      

      
      Cam screamed, tried to pull away. Couldn’t. The grip was too strong.

      
      He tried to shout for Gav to help him, but the words came out as one solid block of noise.

      
      The pain increased. He looked down, saw that the thing in the cage had sunk its teeth into his arm.

      
      Cam screamed even louder.

      
      Suddenly he was in the dark. Gav had left him, run back up the stairs, taking the torch with him.

      
      Cam felt the teeth bite further into his arm, accompanied by a snarl, like a hungry dog feasting. He grabbed his own neck,
         felt fingers digging in, tried to prise them away.
      

      
      The snarling increased.

      
      Cam pulled harder on the fingers. Felt something snap.

      
      An animal howl of pain. The grip on his arm loosened slightly.

      
      He pulled another finger back. Heard another snap.

      
      The grip on his arm slackened, the pain eased.

      
      Realising that he wouldn’t get another chance, Cam pulled as hard as he could. His neck was freed, then his arm. Not bothering to look behind him, he ran for the stairs.
      

      
      All the way up, not caring if they gave way underneath him, just desperate to be out of the house.

      
      Then, once upstairs, straight through the kitchen, the main room and out of the door.

      
      And running.

      
      As far away from the house as possible.

      
      Because, before Gav had taken the torch and run, Cam had seen what was there.

      
      A child. A feral child.

      
      In a cage of bones.
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      Faith ran.
      

      
      Through the trees, into the forest. Squinting at the sudden daylight, pushing herself as hard as she could, running as fast
         as she was able. The ground hard and uneven beneath her bare feet, her chest hammering. Arms windmilling wildly, breath barked
         out in ragged, harsh bursts. Anything to gain momentum, move faster.
      

      
      Get away from him.
      

      
      Escape from him.

      
      She ran on. Not knowing where she was going, not stopping to think. This way and that. Wherever there was a clearing between
         the trees, a space large enough to force herself through, she went. Just trying to put as much distance as possible between
         herself and …
      

      
      Him.

      
      Her feet were cut by branches and stones, the soles searing anew with pain each time she landed them hard on the forest floor.
         Branches and vines slapped at her. Stung. Brambles and thorns tore at her skin, tried to slow her down, pull her back. Claim
         her for the forest. She ignored them, fought them off. Told herself she felt nothing. No pain, no agony. She would have time for that later. Once she had put distance between herself
         and …
      

      
      Faith reached a clearing, slowed down. Hands on thighs, bent double, head down, she gulped in air as hard as she could. No
         good. She tried, but her body couldn’t do it. Her lungs were burning, seared, but not big enough to take in the amount of
         air she needed. She cursed herself for being so unfit. For smoking and drinking and not taking any exercise. A pleading mantra
         ran through her head:
      

      
      Pleasegodletmegetoutofthis … pleaseplease … please … Ipromise … please … IpromiseIpromise … I’llbeI’llbe … anythingjust …Iwon’tIwon’t
            … please …

      
      Eyes screwed tight shut, she concentrated.

      
      Pleasepleaseplease …

      
      She saw Ben in her mind’s eye. Her son. Smiling at her. Like an image from a different world. She’d left Donna to look after
         him. Gone to work.
      

      
      And how had she got from there to here? How had she got into this? How? She knew. She had thought she had been clever. Standing
         in New Town, her usual spot. Making it look like a pick-up, like work. Knowing it was anything but. Feeling a bit protected
         thinking he’d be on CCTV somewhere.
      

      
      And then the drive. Faith was used to getting into men’s cars. She knew the risks. But with the insurance she’d put in place,
         she’d doubted there was much risk in this one. Not for her, anyway. Because Donna would know what to do. Faith could count
         on Donna.
      

      
      But he had hit the town limits and kept going. She had asked him where, and he had told her. Somewhere private. Somewhere
         they could talk. Where he could get what he wanted and she could get what she wanted.
      

      
      Yeah, she had thought. Heard that one before.

      
      But it hadn’t worked out like that. Not at all.
      

      
      He had taken her somewhere private, all right. Then … nothing. Until she woke up. In that place. That horrible place. Like
         something from a horror film. Cold. And dark. And …
      

      
      Oh God.

      
      The bones. She remembered the bones.

      
      And in that moment she knew where he had taken her.

      
      Back there. Back home.

      
      And she had let him. She was so cross with herself for allowing herself to make such a stupid, simple mistake that her anger
         gave her the energy to attempt to escape. And she had. She wasn’t stupid. She knew what he had done. One look at that place
         told her that. If she stayed, she would have no future.
      

      
      So she had run. Not stopping to look back, or pause to check where she was. Not even noticing she was naked. Just ran. Out
         into the forest, the open. It was daylight by that time. She had been there all night.
      

      
      Faith straightened up. Listened. Tried to hear something beyond her own ragged breath. Some sound of her pursuer.

      
      Nothing.

      
      Her body relaxed. Air came more freely into her. Her heart rose slightly. She began to feel the pain in her body. Feel normal
         again.
      

      
      Then she heard it. The crack of dry twigs. Footfalls. Heavy. Not caring whether she heard or not. Knowing he was going to
         find her. She couldn’t stay where she was. She had to keep moving.
      

      
      Looking round, she quickly decided where the sound was coming from, turned and headed in the opposite direction.

      
      Her feet hammering down hard on the earth, pain starting anew, body racked and burning, feeling worse for stopping, not better.

      
      And on. Running, running, running. Arms pumping, legs pounding. Not stopping. Not looking back. Moving forward, ever forward.
         Her son in her mind’s eye. Running towards him.
      

      
      And then … other sounds. In front of her, not behind her.

      
      She slowed, nearly stopping. Listened again, tried to make them out over the top of her laboured, painful breathing.

      
      She knew what the sounds were. She smiled.

      
      Traffic.

      
      She was near to a road.

      
      Smiling, she ran all the harder.

      
      Then: another sound. Behind her this time.

      
      She risked a glance over her shoulder. And there he was.

      
      Faith hadn’t expected him to move so fast, given the size of him. But he was barrelling towards her, knocking branches out
         of the way as though they weren’t there. Like that Vinnie Jones character in the X-Men film she had watched once with her
         son.
      

      
      ‘Oh no, oh God … ’

      
      She ran all the harder. Away from him. Towards the traffic.

      
      The forest floor began to slope downwards. There was an incline leading towards the road. Faith ran down it. Brambles and
         thorns were thick here. They tore at her, attempted to hold her back. She ignored them, refused to feel her arms, legs, as
         they were ripped open. Some snagged her, refusing to give way. She kept on running, letting them gouge out large lumps of
         bleeding flesh.
      

      
      No time for that. Only for escape. Escape …

      
      The road was in sight. The cars speeding past. She could see them. And, in a few seconds, touch them. Her feet ran all the
         faster.
      

      
      And then, just as she was about to break free from the thorns, he was on her.

      
      She screamed, tried to pull away. Felt his hot breath on her neck. His strong, meaty, sweaty grip on her shoulders. Fingers
         like heavy metal bolts digging into her skin.
      

      
      She screamed again. Knowing she couldn’t match him in strength, she became an eel, twisting and writhing away from his grip.
         Something she had picked up years ago, used when a customer tried to get a bit too handy. There was another move she knew
         too.
      

      
      Squirming and turning in his grasp, she managed to bring her heel up, right into his groin. He might be big and strong, she
         thought, but there was no way he wouldn’t feel that.
      

      
      And he did. Grunting, he loosened his grip slightly.

      
      It was all Faith needed. She pushed her body sharply back against him, knocking him off balance, releasing his grip further,
         then ran.
      

      
      Towards the road.

      
      She reached the kerb, glanced back. He was following. She allowed herself a small smile of triumph.

      
      She had escaped. Got away. Yes, she—

      
      Didn’t see the VW Passat coming round a blind corner, straight towards her.

      
      Too fast to stop or change direction.

      
      It hit her, sending her body into the windscreen, shattering it, then over the roof of the car, landing in the road behind,
         her pelvis shattering, twisting the lower part of her body away from the top. The next car, a BMW 4x4, tried to swerve and
         missed her torso, but wasn’t as lucky with her legs. The thick tyres crushed them as the driver slammed on the brakes.
      

      
      Faith had no idea what had happened. No time to think. All she saw was daylight, the sky far away, yet near at hand. Then
         her son’s face once more, smiling at her. Like an image from another world.
      

      
      And a few seconds later, it was.
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      Whenever Detective Inspector Phil Brennan thought he had seen every kind of horror that humans could inflict on humans, something
         would hit him with the force of a right hook to the gut to remind him that he hadn’t. And that he would never fail to be surprised
         and sickened, no matter how long he lived.
      

      
      When he looked into that cellar and saw the cage, he felt that blow to the gut once more.

      
      ‘Oh my God … ’

      
      As DI with Essex Police’s Major Incident Squad – MIS – he had witnessed on a regular basis the damaged and the deranged destroy
         themselves and others with tragic inevitability. Seen loving family homes mutate into abattoirs. Comforted victims whose lives
         had ended even though they still lived. Attended crime scenes so horrific they gave a glimpse of hell.
      

      
      And this ranked as one of the worst.

      
      Not because of the usual stuff. Gore and dismemberment. Emotion and anger made corporeal. A savage and senseless loss of life.
         Here, the passion and rage of murder was absent. Although he imagined it would have been there in time. No. This was a different kind of horror. A calculated, deliberate horror. Thoughtful and precise and vicious.
      

      
      The worst kind.

      
      Phil stood on the hard-packed dark earth and stared at it, shivering from more than just the cellar’s cold.

      
      Arc lights had been hastily erected at either wall, dispelling the Hammer Films gloom, replacing it with deadeningly bright
         illumination that revealed everything, conversely making it all the more horrific in the process.
      

      
      The blue-suited CSI team worked in the glare of the lights. They were all around him, attempting to spin samples and specimens
         into the slenderest of narrative threads, building the biggest story from the smallest particles.
      

      
      Phil himself was similarly dressed, standing still and staring. Taking in what was before him. Trying to process it. Knowing
         he would have to hunt down the person responsible for it.
      

      
      The cellar floor was strewn with flower petals. The arc lights showed up the varying colours: blue, red, white, yellow. All
         turning brown, curling, dying. All from different kinds of flowers. Around the walls were bunches of wilting blooms, bound
         together, placed in clusters at regular intervals, like little roadside memorials. The smell, in that small space, was overpowering.
      

      
      Above them, daubed on the walls, were symbols. Swirling and Cabalistic. Phil had initially thought they were some kind of
         pentagram, an indication of devil worship. But he had examined them more closely and found that wasn’t the case. They weren’t
         like any Satanic designs he had come across. He couldn’t say what they were, but they made him feel uncomfortable looking
         at them. As though he had seen them before and knew what they were. And didn’t like them. He shuddered, kept looking round.
      

      
      In the centre of the space was what looked like a workbench. Wooden surface, with adjustable metal legs. Old. Well used, but
         well looked after. Phil leaned forward, examined it. It had been kept clean, but the wood was stained darker in places, the
         surface scarred and chipped with blade marks and heavy, angry gashes. He suppressed a shudder.
      

      
      And there, behind the bench, at the far end of the cellar, was the cage. He moved closer, stood before it like an astronaut
         confronted by an alien artefact, unsure whether to worship it or destroy it. It took up nearly a third of the cellar. Floor
         to wall to ceiling. The bones embedded, cemented. Bound tightly together with what looked like some kind of hide. Varying
         in size, but all quite long and substantial. Precisely worked and integrated. A solid construction, criss-crossing to form
         neat, even-sized squares. It had been there a long time. Some of the bones were worn and smooth, time-leached from white to
         grey. Some were much newer, almost white. And it had been well maintained over the years. Sections had been repaired, the
         newer, paler bones standing out, at odds with the rest. Old, splintered ones strengthened and bound. A smaller frame set into
         the larger one served as a door, hinged on one side by bindings, a chain and padlock securing it on the other side.
      

      
      The bones … Their selection based on size and shape … The method of joining them together … He tried to imagine the work involved,
         the time taken, the kind of mind that had created such a thing … Failed. Shook his head, concentrated, examined it all the
         harder.
      

      
      ‘Built to last, that.’ A voice at Phil’s side. ‘British craftsmanship.’

      
      He turned. DS Mickey Philips was standing next to him. The flippancy of his tone was only perfunctory. It didn’t reach Mickey’s
         eyes. He was equally awed and repelled by the structure.
      

      
      ‘Why bone?’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Must be a reason, Mickey. Whoever did this must be telling us something.’

      
      ‘Yeah. But what?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. But they could have used wood, metal, whatever. They chose bone. Why?’

      
      ‘Dunno. Why?’

      
      ‘I don’t know either.’ Phil’s eyes roved over the cage. ‘Yet.’ He looked round the cellar once more. Took in the flowers,
         the workbench. ‘This cage, this whole place … like a murder scene without the murder.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ said Mickey. ‘Good job we got the call. Just in time.’

      
      Phil looked at the stains on the workbench. ‘This time.’

      
      They turned back to the cage. Eyes fixed on that, not on each other. Phil broke his gaze, turned to Mickey.

      
      ‘Where’s the child now?’

      
      ‘At the hospital, with Anni,’ Mickey said.

      
      Anni Hepburn, Phil’s DC.

      
      Mickey sighed, frowned. ‘Jesus, what a state that kid must be in … ’

      
      Mickey Philips was still regarded as the new boy in the MIS, the team that Phil headed up. But he had been there long enough
         to earn his place. The more Phil worked with him, the more he found him a mass of contradictions. He looked the complete opposite
         of Phil. Always immaculately suited and tied, in contrast to Phil’s more carefree approach of jacket, waistcoat, jeans and
         casual shirt; his hair neatly razored short, unlike Phil’s spikes and quiff, and his shoes always polished, as opposed to
         Phil’s Converses or, if the weather was really bad, scuffed old Red Wings. A bull-necked nightclub bouncer to Phil’s hip university
         lecturer.
      

      
      But there was something that set Mickey Philips apart from other coppers, and that was why Phil had wanted him on his team. He was one of the new breed of coppers, a graduate rather
         than a grafter, but he didn’t conform to type. Most of them Phil dismissed as promotion-hungry politicians, but Mickey wasn’t
         like that. He was tough when he had to be, aggressive even, but not brutal. He was also articulate and erudite, qualities
         that didn’t always go down well in the force, and he had done his best to hide them when necessary. It was only since working
         for Phil that he had felt relaxed enough to allow that side of him to show. And even then he tended to ration its appearances.
      

      
      ‘I’ll, er … go and see if I’m needed upstairs.’ The cage made Mickey visibly uncomfortable.

      
      ‘It’s a ritual,’ said Phil.

      
      Mickey didn’t move. Waited for what Phil would say next.

      
      ‘Isn’t it?’ He gestured round. ‘All this. Deliberately set up for a ritual.’

      
      ‘The murder of that kid?’

      
      ‘I’d put money on it. And we’ve stopped it. Taken the would-be victim away, averted a death.’

      
      ‘Good for us.’

      
      ‘Yeah,’ said Phil. He didn’t sound convinced. ‘Good for us. Question is, what does this guy do next?’

      
      Mickey said nothing.

      
      ‘I think we’re going to need some help on this one … ’

   
      
      5

      
      ‘Come in. Sit down.’ Marina Esposito smiled. It wasn’t returned.
      

      
      The woman across from her sat. The desk in Marina’s office was pushed back against the far wall. She had tried to make the
         room in the Southway police station as warm and characterful as possible: prints on the walls, easy chairs, rug on the floor.
         Not a luxury, thought Marina, but a necessity. No one ever came to see her because they were happy.
      

      
      ‘So … ’ She looked down at the file before her. She knew the woman’s name. Probably knew more about her than she realised.
         ‘How are you, Rose?’
      

      
      Detective Sergeant Rose Martin gave a brisk smile. ‘Fine.’

      
      ‘You feel ready to return to work?’

      
      ‘Absolutely.’ She closed her eyes, rolled her neck round on her shoulders. Marina heard a faint clicking noise. ‘Been off
         too long. Starting to go mad watching daytime TV.’
      

      
      ‘Diagnosis Murder’ll do that to anyone.’
      

      
      Marina knew just how long Rose had been off. She herself had been involved in the same case, five months previously. The Creeper,
         so christened by the media, was a murderous predator. He had kidnapped Rose, tied her up and subjected her to sexual torture. She had tried to escape, but it was only
         after the intervention of Phil Brennan that she was actually freed.
      

      
      Rose had been under Phil’s command. But Marina knew he hadn’t wanted her, chosen her or even liked her. He had found her manipulative,
         devious and problematically aggressive. In the course of the Creeper investigation, Rose Martin had instigated an affair with
         his boss, the previous DCI, in order to further her career. He had been completely besotted with her. The decisions he had
         made at her request had resulted in his near-fatal stabbing, and he was subsequently invalided out of the force. Even worse,
         from Phil’s perspective, recklessly endangering the lives of the team in the process.
      

      
      But everything had been neatly brushed over. Spun out simplistically to give the media its heroes and villains. Phil the hero.
         Rose Martin the brave but tragic heroine. The Creeper the villain. DCI Ben Fenwick the unfortunate casualty.
      

      
      Marina was professional enough not to take her partner’s word for things, to judge for herself. But she had been there. She
         knew the whole messy truth. And she had agreed with him about Rose Martin.
      

      
      But she put all that to one side, remained impartial. Did her job.

      
      Rose looked good, Marina had to admit. Tall, her dark hair curled and styled, she wore a blue two-piece suit, jacket and pencil
         skirt, spike heels and a cream silk blouse. Power-dressed, thought Marina. A strong physical presence in the room. Ready for
         a fight. But also rested, recuperated and rehabilitated. Ready to return to work.
      

      
      On Marina’s recommendation.

      
      Marina looked down at the file before her once more. Moved a heavy strand of hair that had fallen across her face back over her ear. She was slightly smaller than Rose Martin and dressed completely differently, but she didn’t allow the
         other woman’s strong presence to intimidate her. Marina, with her long, dark, wavy hair and Italian features, favoured lace
         and velvet, full peasant skirts and diaphanous blouses, cowboy boots and scarves. She knew she was often portrayed as a caricature,
         exactly what some on the force expected a psychologist to be like, but she didn’t care. Even played up to it sometimes, enjoyed
         it. Just because she worked for the police didn’t mean she had to think and dress like them. And besides, her record spoke
         for itself.
      

      
      ‘Right,’ she said, nodding, ‘been off too long. And what have you been doing with your time? Besides watching Dick Van Dyke?’

      
      ‘Worked out.’ Rose Martin kept eye contact. ‘Kept fit. Active. Anything to stave off the boredom. I’m itching to get back.’

      
      ‘Itching.’ Marina nodded once more.

      
      ‘Look,’ said Rose, irritation creeping into her voice, the shield of her features slipping. ‘I got over … what happened fairly
         quickly. Dealt with it. Months ago. I’ve been ready to return to work for ages.’
      

      
      ‘You realise that when – or if – you do return, it may not be back on the front line?’

      
      Rose bristled at the suggestion. ‘There’s no reason why not.’

      
      ‘I’m just advising you. Be aware of the possibilities.’

      
      ‘But I’m ready to go back. I can feel it. Look, before all this, I’d taken the inspector’s exam and passed. I was waiting
         for promotion. If they knew what was good for them, I’d be back straight away as a DI. I should be. I’ve spoken to DCI Glass
         and he agrees with me.’
      

      
      Interesting, thought Marina. DCI Glass was Ben Fenwick’s replacement. She wondered in how many ways.

      
      She nodded once more, said nothing. Rose Martin’s attitude was typical of a lot of officers she saw. They felt they could
         handle themselves. Reached a point where they found their convalescence too constricting, where they knew they were ready
         for the challenge of the job, raring to go once more. And if any problems came up, if they had flashbacks, they could always
         rely on their old inner strength to pull them through.
      

      
      Even in the comparatively short time that Marina had been doing the job, she had seen too many of them try that, only to crash
         and burn. Their inner strength had deserted them at the first opportunity. They had crumpled, folded. Been back at square
         one.
      

      
      She leaned forward in her armchair. ‘Look, Rose. I don’t want to seem negative, but it’s easy to think you can just walk back
         into work like nothing’s happened and pick up where you left off.’
      

      
      Rose leaned forward too. ‘I know myself. I know how I feel. I know when I’m damaged and when I’m good. And I’m good now.’

      
      ‘It’s not that simple.’

      
      ‘Never is, is it?’ Rose gave a harsh laugh. Nodded. ‘This is about Phil Brennan, isn’t it? I know what he thinks of me. And
         if anyone’s blocking me coming back, it’ll be him.’
      

      
      Marina sighed. Didn’t bother to hide it. ‘I’m a psychologist, Rose. Bound by the oaths of the medical profession. Do you really
         want me to add “paranoid delusions” to your file?’
      

      
      Rose Martin sat back, stared at Marina.

      
      Marina leaned forward once more. ‘Look, Rose. Over the last five months, you’ve refused to talk to me. Ignored all attempts
         to let me help you.’
      

      
      ‘Because I didn’t need help. I’ve coped on my own.’

      
      ‘So you say. You wouldn’t even attend the anger-management course I recommended.’

      
      Rose Martin’s eyes flashed at the words. ‘I didn’t need your help,’ she repeated.
      

      
      Marina sighed. ‘I just wanted to say, I know how you feel.’

      
      Rose snorted once more. ‘Is this the bit where you try to be my friend? Tell me you’re the only person who understands me?’

      
      Marina looked at the notes in her lap, deciding. She looked up again. ‘No, it’s not, Rose.’ Steel in her voice hiding a battened-down
         anger at the other woman’s manner. ‘This is the bit where I put professionalism aside for a while and deviate from the script.
         Forget that I’m a psychologist and you’re a police officer. Where we talk as one human being to another.’
      

      
      Rose said nothing.

      
      ‘I do know what you’re going through, Rose. Because the same thing happened to me. It was before your time here, but the circumstances
         were very similar. If you don’t believe me, check it out.’
      

      
      Marina paused, tried not to let the memories overwhelm her. She continued.

      
      ‘And I did what you did. I thought I could cope. Just get on with things again, live my life like nothing had happened. I
         tried. And I couldn’t.’ She bit back the emotion in her voice.
      

      
      The shield slipped. Rose frowned, interested. ‘What happened?’

      
      Marina shrugged. ‘I coped. Eventually. Took a while. Longer than I thought it would. Longer than I felt it should have done.
         It wasn’t easy. But I got there. In time.’
      

      
      The two women sat in silence together. Then Rose’s phone rang.

      
      She answered it, even though Marina had started to speak, to tell her it should have been switched off. Marina watched the
         other woman’s face. It changed from initial hostility to polite interest. A smile then split her features as she listened.
         She took a notebook and pen from her bag, wrote something down. Hung up. Turned to Marina.
      

      
      ‘That was DCI Glass. He has a case he needs me to work on.’

      
      Marina nodded, noting her words. Needs. ‘Right. When would this be?’
      

      
      ‘Straight away. Shortage of staff. He thinks I’m ready.’

      
      ‘Does he?’

      
      Another smile from Rose Martin. Triumphant. Adrenalised.

      
      Marina shrugged. ‘You’d better go, then.’

      
      ‘Don’t you have to write a report on me?’

      
      ‘Doesn’t seem a lot of point now, does there?’

      
      Rose left the room.

      
      Marina shook her head, clearing Rose Martin out of it. She checked when her next appointment was, looked at her watch. Thought
         about what she’d be having for lunch. Wondered what her daughter Josephina was getting up to with her grandparents. Then her
         phone rang.
      

      
      She answered. DC Anni Hepburn.

      
      ‘You busy?’ Then, before she could answer, ‘You want a distraction?’

      
      Marina leaned forward. ‘What’s up?’

      
      Anni’s voice became hesitant. ‘I’m at the hospital. The General. And I could do with a bit of help … ’
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      Paul had left him in the cave. Stuck in as far as he could push him. Tried to push everything in after him. Stopper him up.
         He hoped he would never come out.
      

      
      Right at the far end, the black, dank far end. With the crying and the sobbing and the wailing of the lost souls. With the
         hideous dirt-encrusted earth creatures. The back of the cave. Away from the light. As far away from the light as he could
         get.
      

      
      It was Paul’s turn to be out. To put his face to the light. Close his eyes. Breathe in the air. Remind himself of what was
         important. That he could still live like this. That he could still live with his face to the sun if he wanted to. Close his
         eyes. Breathe. Relax. He still could. He just had to believe in it enough.
      

      
      Not be dragged back. Into the cave again.

      
      Into the dark.

      
      He closed his eyes. Sat on the floor. Back in place. His sacred space. His special place. He tried to relax. Couldn’t.

      
      Because of the noise out there. The people. What were they doing? Rushing round, talking in loud voices, their cars screeching, their voices coming through the air. Talk. Talking, talking. Always talking. Not saying anything. Like radio static.
         Just noise. Horrible noise. Giving him a headache.
      

      
      And then he had seen the boy.

      
      Dragged out of the sacrifice house. Kicking, screaming. Pulling, pushing. Crying.

      
      And Paul had hid his face in his hands. Put his arms round his head, over his ears. Blocking out the sound. The noise of the
         boy. The crying boy.
      

      
      ‘No … no … ’

      
      Because that wasn’t what it was about. Never had been. Never. No … Not that. He had tried to stop that. Tried to …

      
      And look where it had got him.

      
      The boy had kept screaming.

      
      Paul sang to himself, chanted words, rocking back and forward, warding off the noise, keeping the bad spirits away. Songs
         from the old days. The happy days. Good-times songs. Community songs. Together songs.
      

      
      But it didn’t work. He still heard the boy’s cries. Imagined his tears. Felt his fear.

      
      Eventually the noise stopped. The boy stopped screaming. Or stopped screaming outside. Just the blue suits and their noise
         left.
      

      
      He dared to watch. Gave a small peek. Saw them going into the sacrifice house.

      
      Knew what they were going to find.

      
      Ducked back down again, heart pounding.

      
      Knew what they were going to find. Knew …

      
      And knew something else too. They would keep looking. Come to his house next. Find him. And then … And then …

      
      He couldn’t have that. Not that. No.

      
      So he curled up, small as he could. Back to a child, back in the womb.

      
      Back when he was happy.
      

      
      Curled up. And hoped they wouldn’t find him.

      
      At least he wasn’t in the cave.

      
      That was something.
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      ‘Right,’ said Phil. ‘Plan of action.’
      

      
      He wanted to go above ground, feel sunlight on his skin, breathe in clean air. But he couldn’t. Not yet.

      
      He turned to Mickey. ‘What did we get from the guy who called it in?’

      
      Mickey checked his notes. ‘Two of them. Demolition team. House was going to be turned into a housing estate. They’ve both
         been taken to hospital. Kid who got bitten needed some attention. Kept going on about old comics. Shock, probably.’
      

      
      Phil frowned. ‘Comics?’

      
      ‘House of Secrets and House of Mystery,’ said Mickey, not needing to look at his notes. ‘Two brothers who keep killing each
         other. With a graveyard between them.’
      

      
      ‘Right. We need … ’

      
      Phil trailed off, his eyes drawn back to the cage. The deliberate horror transfixing him. The cage, the flowers, the symbols
         on the wall, the altar-like bench … Arc-lit, the cellar held a palpable sense of anticipation, a stage set waiting for actors,
         unaware that the performance is cancelled. His gut churned in repulsion. But there was something else, some other feeling it invoked within him. Fascination. The workmanship, the craft, the dedication … the cage was a beautiful piece
         of work.
      

      
      He moved closer, wanting to feel the worn bone beneath his fingers. To touch it, explore it, caress it even. But to simultaneously
         run as far and as fast as he could from it. He kept staring, riveted, head spinning in wonder, stomach churning in revulsion.
         Acting on something he couldn’t explain or identify within him, he reached out a latex-gloved hand.
      

      
      ‘Boss?’

      
      Phil blinked. Mickey’s voice called him back.

      
      ‘Look. You’ll want to see this.’

      
      A uniform was pointing to a corner, shining his flashlight on it. Phil and Mickey stepped closer. Hidden behind a bunch of
         flowers were gardening tools. A trowel, a small hand fork and a scythe.
      

      
      ‘Oh God,’ said Phil.

      
      Mickey peered in closer. ‘Have they been sharpened?’

      
      The tools were old, well-worn. Phil checked the edges. They were silver bright. Razored sharp. They reflected the beam of
         the flashlight, glinting round the cellar.
      

      
      ‘Get Forensics to examine them,’ Phil said. ‘That brown staining? I reckon it’s blood.’

      
      ‘You think he’s done this before?’ said Mickey.

      
      ‘Looks that way,’ Phil said. He turned. Away from the tools, the flowers, the cage. ‘Right. A plan. We need a plan.’ He could
         still feel the cage’s presence behind him. Like a pair of unblinking eyes boring into him, giving him the mental equivalent
         of an itch between his shoulder blades, something he couldn’t identify and reach, couldn’t satisfy …
      

      
      ‘Are the Birdies here yet?’ Phil asked.

      
      ‘Should be up top,’ said Mickey.

      
      ‘Let’s go then.’

      
      He gave one last look at the cage. Tried to see it as what it was. A hideous, horrific prison. He looked at its floor. In
         the corner was a bucket, the stench coming off it in waves indicating that it had been the boy’s toilet. Beside that were
         two old plastic bowls. Both filthy and scarred, one with the traces of something inside it, smeared round the rim. Bones sticking
         out of it, smaller ones than those of the cage. Food. The other contained some dark, brackish water.
      

      
      Phil wished his partner were there. Marina Esposito, police psychologist. They had worked on several cases together, where
         their professional relationship had developed into something more intimate. But that wasn’t why he wanted her now. She would
         be able to help with the investigation, track down the perpetrator. Help him work out why someone had done this. And that,
         he hoped, would make it much easier to turn that ‘why’ into a ‘who’.
      

      
      He kept staring at the cage. It stirred something within him, something he couldn’t name or identify. Like a memory remaining
         annoyingly out of reach. But not good. He knew that much.
      

      
      He thought harder. It was coming to him, reaching through the fog of his memory like a ghost from a horror film …

      
      Then he felt it. That familiar tightening round his chest. Like his heart was being squeezed by an iron fist. And he knew
         he had to get upstairs as quickly as possible.
      

      
      He ran ahead of Mickey, exited the house. Out into the open air. The daylight, the sunshine he had craved. He didn’t even
         feel it.
      

      
      Phil stood against the side of the building, waiting for the feeling to subside. Why? he thought. Why now? Nothing had happened;
         he hadn’t done anything to exert himself. Why here? Why now?
      

      
      He took a deep breath. Waited a few seconds. His panic attacks had become much less frequent recently. He put that down to his newly settled home life with Marina and their daughter
         Josephina. His job hadn’t got any easier, less distressing or less involving. But now he had people he loved and who loved
         him. And a happy home to go to at the end of the working day. That was as much as he had ever asked for and more than he ever
         thought he would get.
      

      
      Because Phil had never believed in long-term happiness. His own upbringing – children’s homes and foster homes, fear and violence
         – had put paid to that. He wasn’t taking anything for granted and didn’t know how long this would last, but he was enjoying
         it. Every nerve-racking second. If this was happiness, then it was the happiness of the tightrope walker managing to keep
         his balance.
      

      
      He opened his eyes. Mickey was standing before him, concern on his features.

      
      ‘Boss? You OK?’

      
      Phil took a deep breath, another. Waited until he trusted himself to speak.

      
      ‘I’m fine, Mickey, fine.’ He put the panic attack to the back of his mind, along with the cage and the niggling, unreachable
         thoughts it had triggered. ‘Come on. We’ve got work to do.’
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      Donna felt an insistent prodding in her shoulder. She ignored it, turned over, hoping it would stop.
      

      
      It didn’t.

      
      ‘Donna … ’

      
      The prodding again. More insistent this time, harder. The voice saying her name louder. ‘Donna … ’

      
      Donna opened her eyes. Closed them again. ‘Just a few more minutes, Ben. Let Auntie Donna sleep.’ Christ, listen to her. Auntie
         Donna. Must be desperate.
      

      
      She closed her eyes, hoped he would do as he was told. Knew he wouldn’t.

      
      ‘’M hungry … ’

      
      Anger coursed through Donna Warren’s body. Her first response was to lash out with a fist, smack this kid square in the face,
         remind him that life wasn’t fucking fair and that just because he was hungry didn’t mean he was going to get fed. Who did
         he think she was? His mother, for Christ’s sake?
      

      
      She closed her eyes tight, knowing at the same time that he wasn’t going to be fooled by that.

      
      Her arm snaked slowly out from under her, patted the other side of the bed. ‘Where’s your mother?’ Donna’s voice sounded slurred,
         like an old-school VHS tape at the wrong speed.
      

      
      But Ben understood. ‘Don’ know … Get up. ’M hungry … ’

      
      Donna sighed. No good. She would have to get up. The anger subsided. Poor little bastard. Wasn’t his fault his mother hadn’t
         come home last night. No, but when she did turn up, Donna would be so fucking angry with her … Leaving her alone with her
         kid like that. Saying she wouldn’t be long.
      

      
      She swung out of bed, planted her feet on the floor. The cold penetrated her numbness. She gave a small shiver. Her head spun.
         Too much booze the night before. Cider and vodka cocktails. Home-made. With blackcurrant. Had seemed like a good idea at the
         time, especially with Bench and Tommer turning up, supplying the weed and the charlie. Faith should have been there. Didn’t
         know what she had missed. And she could have helped sort them both out, instead of getting all secretive on her and going
         out. As it was, Donna did the two of them herself. The drugs and booze needed paying for. Fair’s fair. She didn’t mind. Much.
      

      
      She looked at Ben, standing there in his washed-out Spider-Man pyjamas, knowing he wasn’t the first kid to have worn them.
         ‘All right … ’ She pulled her dressing gown around her. ‘I’m comin’ … ’
      

      
      By the time she made her way downstairs, bones creaking like a woman at least ten, if not twenty, years older than the thirty-two
         she was, Ben was already down there. He’d probably been through the kitchen cupboards, seen what was there, helped himself,
         even. And he still wanted her to cook for him. Little bastard.
      

      
      She stopped in the living room, looked at the mess from the previous night. Just like them. Turn up, trash the house, piss off. But she couldn’t complain. She had helped them do it.
         And the place wasn’t exactly tidy to begin with.
      

      
      She reached the kitchen, looked in the fridge, found some bacon.

      
      ‘You wanna bacon sandwich?’

      
      Sitting at the table expectantly, Ben’s eyes lit up. ‘Yeah … ’

      
      ‘Well make me one an’ all.’

      
      Ben frowned as Donna laughed at her own joke. ‘Put the kettle on. D’you know how to do that?’

      
      He nodded, took the kettle to the sink, filled it with water, crossed back to the counter, flicked the switch.

      
      ‘Good lad.’

      
      He smiled, enjoying the praise.

      
      Donna put the pan on the gas, started to cook the bacon.

      
      ‘Some Coke in the fridge. Get yourself some.’

      
      Ben did. Donna went back to cooking. He wasn’t a bad kid. She had known worse. She had been worse. But he still wasn’t her responsibility. And she would let Faith know in no uncertain fucking terms as soon as she
         bothered to turn up.
      

      
      She served up the bacon sandwiches, slathering margarine and ketchup on Ben’s white bread first. He wolfed his down. Donna
         lit a fag to accompany hers. Rubbed her eyes.
      

      
      ‘You got to go to school today?’ she said to the boy.

      
      He shrugged, nodded. ‘S’posed to.’

      
      Christ, what an upheaval. Donna’s head was ringing. The sandwich and the fag hadn’t helped. ‘Well you’ve got a day off today.’

      
      Ben smiled.

      
      Sooner Faith came back, sooner she could go back to bed. Once she’d given her a bollocking, of course. Made sure she knew
         she owed Donna for this.
      

      
      She sipped her tea, dragged smoke deep within her lungs. Started to feel human again.
      

      
      Unaware that Faith wouldn’t be coming back.

      
      Unaware of the large black car sitting outside her house.

      
      Waiting.
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      ‘So … let me get this straight. He was found in a cage?’
      

      
      DC Anni Hepburn stared straight at the bed, nodded.

      
      ‘Of bones?’

      
      Anni nodded again.

      
      Marina Esposito looked at the woman speaking, gauging her response to the words. Hoping it tallied with her own.

      
      ‘My God … ’

      
      It did.

      
      The child was lying on the bed before them. An undernourished, skeletal frame, his closed eyes black-rimmed, haunted-looking.
         He carried an ingrained residue of filth in his skin and hair. His already pale skin was bone-white where a patch on his arm
         had been swabbed clean and a feeding drip inserted. His broken fingers had been temporarily splinted and set. He was sleeping,
         heavily sedated, in the private hospital room. The lights had been taken right down so as not to sear his eyes when he woke
         up. The machines and monitors provided the only illumination.
      

      
      Beyond formal questions of process and procedure, Marina didn’t know what to think. Didn’t want to allow herself to conjecture.
         So she stuck with formality.
      

      
      ‘Dr Ubha.’
      

      
      The doctor drew herself away from the child in front of her. Marina could tell this was already out of the woman’s frame of
         reference.
      

      
      ‘What’s been done for the boy so far?’

      
      Dr Ubha seemed relieved to receive questions she could answer. ‘The first thing we did was to stabilise the patient. Checked
         his height and weight. Treated his cuts and abrasions. Set his broken fingers. Then we took samples.’
      

      
      ‘Samples?’

      
      ‘Blood, hair, fingernail scrapings.’ She swallowed, eyes flicking back to the boy in the bed. ‘Anal. We should have the results
         later today or tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘What’s your first opinion?’ said Anni.

      
      Dr Ubha shrugged. ‘Impossible to say at the moment. I need to get a full blood count, check for markers of infection, nutritional
         deficiencies … he needs a bone density scan, his hips, his joints … ’ She sighed. ‘His teeth are in terrible shape. He must
         be in a lot of pain.’
      

      
      ‘Apparently he bit one of the demolition team,’ said Anni.

      
      Dr Ubha raised her eyebrows. ‘It’s a wonder his teeth didn’t fall out.’

      
      ‘Anything for us to go on?’ asked Anni.

      
      Dr Ubha shook her head once more. ‘Nothing much beyond what you see before you. He’s been in that cage, or something like
         it, for quite a while. It’s a long time since he’s seen daylight, had decent food, anything like that. We’ll have to wait
         until he comes round to see how socialised he is. My guess is, not too much. There is something, though. Something odd.’
      

      
      ‘You mean odder?’ said Anni.

      
      ‘Yes. Right. I see what you mean.’ Dr Ubha pointed to where his feet were under the covers. ‘There was something on the sole of his right foot. We thought it was a scar at first, but when I looked at it more closely, it seemed to have
         been deliberately made.’
      

      
      ‘Deliberately scarred?’ said Marina.

      
      Dr Ubha nodded. ‘Looks that way. Like a … brand.’

      
      ‘A brand?’ said Anni. ‘Like you’d do with cattle?’

      
      Dr Ubha said nothing. Shook her head. ‘Never seen anything like this before.’

      
      Marina looked at the child in the bed. Her hand went to her stomach as she thought of her own. She had vowed never to get
         pregnant. The tough upbringing she had endured plus the horrors she saw on a regular basis as part of her job all reminded
         her that bringing a child into the world – the world she worked in – was one of the stupidest, most selfish things a person
         could do. And then she found herself pregnant. It was unplanned, unwanted. And to make matters worse, the father wasn’t her
         partner; it was Phil Brennan. Everything about it had been wrong. But now, nearly two years on, things were different. Her
         life had changed for the better. Phil was now her partner. Their daughter was nearly one. And it took something like the sight
         of the boy in the bed to remind her that while bringing a child into the world might not be the most stupid, selfish thing
         imaginable, it was one of the most terrifying.
      

      
      The gloom of the room was getting to her. ‘Shall we step outside?’
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      The antiseptic air in the corridor and the harsh overhead strip lighting felt warm and welcoming in contrast to the dismal
         darkness of the boy’s room. Judging from the way the other two women were unconsciously gulping in deep breaths, Marina reckoned
         they must have felt it too.
      

      
      Marina had come straight away, as soon as Anni had hung up. No further appointments for a while, and the tone of Anni’s voice
         told her that this was not only urgent but important. More important than yet another assessment of whether some stroppy,
         self-deluded officer was fit to return to active duty.
      

      
      Marina enjoyed working with Anni. She knew how hard it was to be a woman and have any success in the force, but to be a black
         woman in an area where there were hardly any took real determination. And Anni had plenty of that. But she was also bright
         enough not to let it show.
      

      
      It was clear she was on Phil’s team. The denim jacket, cargo trousers and dyed blonde hair said that she had embraced the
         unorthodoxy and creativity he encouraged. From that had come confidence. But not arrogance. And that, Marina had discovered,
         was a rare trait in a police detective.
      

      
      Phil’s team. When she thought about it, Marina reckoned she must be a part of that now. Especially as the police force was
         now her official employer.
      

      
      Josephina, the daughter she and Phil Brennan shared, was approaching her first birthday. And, both of them being working professionals
         in fulfilling careers, they had agreed to share parenting duties equally. Feeding, cleaning, upbringing. They wouldn’t fall
         into outmoded patriarchal systems. They were a partnership; they would do things together.
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