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			Prologue

			When I think about that day, when I think about her, it is her hands that I remember the most. Long, patrician fingers, the nails shaped into a smooth arc, filed with a care that, even to this day, baffles me. The muted pink of them so perfectly applied, the blood that had worked its way into the creases of her fingers, ghoulish and macabre besides the effortless glamour. I remember the way her fingers clutched mine, those perfect nails raking at my palm as if I represented the final rung on a falling ladder, and that by holding on to me she could hold on to a rapidly disappearing life. Perhaps that was true. Perhaps that was precisely what I was to her. 

			I think about that a lot, you know. About what else I could have done. 

			Had I realised then what I was dealing with, had I understood just how it would go, could things have been different? 

			There was so much blood. Her throat had been sliced open, the wound a sick mimicry of a smile. The blood spilled out of her in a relentless cascade. And that was without the rest of it, without the battery of puncture wounds that had pierced her torso, and her arms. 

			It had begun like any other day. But then, don’t they all? The moment before your world changes is just a moment like any other, only becoming notable in the aftermath. It was cold, but the kind of skittish cold that April brings, with the faintest suggestion of warmth lurking just over the horizon. The sun still sat low as if it were considering beating a hasty retreat, not fully committed to the day ahead yet. I knew the feeling well. I hadn’t been sleeping. Or, rather, I had, but in bursts and starts so that when the time came to wake it would always feel as if I hadn’t slept at all. 

			I picked up my pace, my trainers padding against the tarmac. The wind blew, a huff of cigarette smoke sweeping into my face, causing my eyes to prick, my throat to contract; and my gaze found the smoker, a young man, early twenties maybe, narrow arms protruding from beneath a thin T-shirt, leaning against the front wall of a youth hostel. Our eyes met, his gaze roaming approvingly across me. To be fair, he was on my good side. I winked at him, a show of bravado, glorying in his ignorance of what was hidden. 

			This isn’t important. Or, rather, it is, because it explains everything. Rampant insomnia and a resolutely hurried step, pushed faster by unknowing stares. That was it, that was why I was there within ninety seconds of the call coming in. Why it was me and not somebody else. Why we sit here today. 

			I had set out to work early, reframing my insomnia as enthusiasm for life and the day ahead; had decided against the Northern line, telling myself that the walk would do me more good, even with the chill in the air, that the still empty streets would revive me so that once I got to the police station I would have the energy to spend yet one more day being Detective Sergeant Alice Parr. London in the mornings can do that, you know, the potency of it. 

			The silence before the storm. 

			Only it turned out that that silence was too loud. The sound of my feet, their beat upon the pavement, the abiding groan of traffic, edging in on me, swamping me. And so I turned my airwave radio on so that I could feel the weight of it, hear the thrum of life through it, DS Parr, reporting for duty.

			I remember the moment the call came over the radio – stabbing reported in Brunswick Square Gardens, just off Hunter Street. It took me a moment to translate the words into a reality, to orient myself. Woburn Place. Two minutes away. I started to run. 

			I remember taking a hard left, my jacket flapping uselessly, the wind whipping at my face, and – I blush to remember this now – feeling that surge of adrenaline, it bubbling up in me so that a distant and deeply unprofessional part of me wanted to laugh. 

			I didn’t. I’ve been doing this long enough. 

			I rounded the corner onto Brunswick Square, seeing up ahead an old woman. She appeared to be dancing. Of course, that made little sense, but my first awareness of her was of a dark figure pirouetting, silhouetted against the wrought-iron fence of the park, a golden retriever on a lead being co-opted as a reluctant partner. Then she saw me, and the pirouetting stopped and she began to wave. Not like a ‘Hi, how are you?’ wave, but instead a ‘Help me, I’m drowning!’ one. 

			‘You police?’ She dropped the lead, gripping my hands, the dog exhaling a tremendous sigh and settling back onto its haunches, apparently just grateful that the motion had stopped. 

			‘Yes. Where …’

			‘In the fields. Through there. The ambulance man is trying to save her. Oh, but there’s so much blood …’

			I pulled my hands away, taking off in the direction of the treeline. ‘Stay there,’ I yelled back over my shoulder. ‘I’ll be back.’

			I pressed the radio. ‘DS Alice Parr on scene at Brunswick Square Gardens. Paramedic on scene. Going to need uniform to establish a cordon.’

			There must have been a reply, but I don’t remember what it was. 

			I remember the tree roots, remember darting and weaving through them, willing myself not to trip. I remember the puddled shadows, the sudden sense that this was twilight rather than dawn. I remember my heartbeat climbing, my mind focusing so that all of the extraneous crap was forgotten. Then, just beneath the shadow of a spreading tree, a narrow, low-heeled pump, its pale blue leather spattered with dark blood. And just beyond that another. 

			Then stockinged feet. A spreading pool of blood. A paramedic working feverishly. 

			I thought that she was dead. Whether it was the blood, or whether it was the simple fact that I was there and, frankly, by the time that I get there most of my victims are dead. Sometimes I wonder, what would have happened if that was true? If I had arrived to find Jane Doe, deceased, instead of Jane Doe, fighting for her life, would the case have meant less to me? Would I have worked as hard, gone so far? Would I be here today? 

			I’d like to tell you it wouldn’t have made a difference, but I have an uncomfortable suspicion that I would be lying. 

			The paramedic turned to look at me, a quick scan, enough to pick out the ‘police’ that oozed through the pores of me. ‘Help me,’ he said, shortly. 

			It was then that I realised that her throat had been slashed. That her torso, her midriff, had been stabbed, again and again. I processed the movement of her, the bucking, the twisting, the way her eyes rolled back in her head, wild with terror. Those perfect fingers, clawing at the paramedic’s hands, at the compress he attempted to hold over the wound at her throat. The foaming flecks of red at the corner of her mouth as she fought to catch a breath. 

			Oh my god. 

			I dropped to my knees beside her head, pulled her hands into mine, to stop her struggling, so that the paramedic could try and save her life. ‘It’ll be okay. You’re going to be okay.’ Her gaze snapping to me, fingers raking at the palm of my hand as she clung to me. Another scrape across my skin. Diamond rings. She’s married. Her mouth opening, a rush of air. ‘I’m Alice,’ I said, my voice absurdly calm. ‘What’s your name?’

			Nothing but air and bubbles and blood.

			‘She can’t speak,’ muttered the paramedic. ‘Bastard has nearly taken her head off her shoulders. Where the hell is that ambulance?’

			I freed one hand, toggling the radio. ‘Victim’s throat has been cut. We need the ambulance here now.’

			‘Acknowledged. Ambulance is two minutes out.’

			Then she twisted again, knocking the compress from her throat, the blood spurting out, the warmth of it hitting my jacket, the tumbledown blonde hair that splayed out beneath her. 

			‘Shit. Hold her.’

			I grabbed her hands again, cursing myself. ‘Hey, hey, come on. Work with us now. It’s okay. The ambulance is on its way, and this nice man …’

			‘Christian,’ he muttered. ‘She needs to lay still. We have to stem the blood flow.’

			‘Right, yes, this is Christian, and we’re both going to take care of you. Now, I need you to stay as still as you can, okay?’

			She quieted, her gaze locked on mine, eyes wide as if she could somehow telegraph her thoughts to me. I stared at her, at eyes the colour of moss, flecks of hazelnut that spiralled out from the sinkhole pupils. Something twisted in my gut. ‘You’re going to be okay,’ I said. I was aware, even at the time, that the words came out as a prayer. 

			The sound of footsteps running across the neat trimmed grass to our backs, and I twisted, praying for an ambulance crew. Instead, our newest DC, looking little more than a child in a suit. 

			‘Harry!’ I flung the word out. ‘Get a cordon set up.’

			The fresh-from-the-packet detective hovered for a moment, or an hour, staring at me and at her and at the blood. 

			‘Harry! Now!’

			Then a second beat of footsteps, a flash of purple, a fleck of dark hair. DC Poppy Stone pulled up short, surveying the scene, her gaze locking on mine, a grimace. This is bad. 

			‘Harry, push the crowd back,’ Poppy barked, all East End and proud of it.

			At the time, I thought that ‘crowd’ was a rather hyperbolic way of describing an old Jamaican woman and her dog. Yet when I twisted and looked beyond them, through the open park gates, I could just make out that a throng of people had gathered, all watching unashamedly, more than you would think possible for the early hour. 

			Poppy drew closer, carefully selecting her path about the scene so as not to disturb evidence. Leaned in, muttered, ‘Ambulance is pulling in.’

			The paramedic twisted in position, squinting back towards the road, as if the promise of backup was more than he could hope for, would not believe it until he saw it with his own eyes. Then, ‘Thank god.’

			Two paramedics hurried into view. 

			‘We need the gurney, guys!’ called Christian. ‘I’m sorry, Alice, but would you mind giving us some room?’

			‘Yes, of course, I …’

			The victim – no, the woman – had begun to cling harder to me, her manicured nails threatening to puncture the dry skin on my palm. I looked down at her, probably to say something inane and resolutely useless, but her gaze had locked on mine, her mouth moving, blood bubbling up from beneath the compress at her throat as her muscles strained with effort. 

			‘No,’ I said, ‘it’s okay. You need to lie still.’

			But her mouth was still moving and her fingers had begun to claw at my wrist, pulling me closer. I glanced over my shoulder, could see the paramedics moving along the path at a run, the backboard between them. Leaned into her quickly so that my cheek brushed hers. Now, intermingled with the metallic tang of blood, I could smell her perfume, could pick out jasmine. The smell would cling to me for days after, and still when I smell it I think of her. 

			She exhaled, a rush of warmth passing by my good cheek. Was there a shape to it, a word buried in the breath? Maybe I wanted so badly for her to speak that I heard meaning in what was only air. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ said the incoming female paramedic. ‘We really need to do this. Can you give us some room?’

			So, of course, I moved, right? Because I was in the way and because they were trying to save her life and because I wasn’t insane. 

			Only her fingers were still wrapped tight around my wrist and there were tears now working their way down her cheeks, slipping into the blood that slid from the gaping wound at her neck. So I ducked in, one last time, her exhalation stroking my cheek. And from in amongst it I could discern a word. 

			Sometimes it seems that there are moments, segments of life, upon which everything hangs itself, altering beyond recognition all that comes after. And that, there, the pressure on my cheek, the feel of her breath grazing my skin, when I look back on it, when I think to where it all began, it is that moment that I think of. 

			Before I could think, I was being physically moved aside, her hands sliding from mine, her eyes closing, the tears rolling fast, as if she had finally figured out what the rest of us already knew. Her time was almost up. 

			I stepped back, cradling my palms, lifted upwards, feeling them strangely empty. 

			‘You okay?’ murmured Poppy. ‘You look pale.’ She scanned me, up and down, at the blood that had soaked through my jacket, my trousers, my hands stained with the fingermarks of Jane Doe. ‘Let me amend that. Dude, you look like shit.’

			I nodded, not fully trusting myself to speak. I see them when they’re dead. When this bit is over. I watched the woman being loaded onto the gurney. Death is kinder than this. 

			‘You get a name?’ Poppy asked. 

			I shook my head. ‘No,’ I murmured. ‘Not yet.’ My mind was racing ahead of me – to the search of her belongings, the credit card or driver’s licence that would inevitably hide within them. ‘But we will.’

			I had no idea then just how little I knew. 

			Poppy nodded slowly. ‘Jane Doe, then.’

			A breath of wind brushed by me, chilling my bloody damp clothes, and I shivered, forcing myself to look away from the paramedics, the woman all but lost between them. Looked back to her shoes, closer to the trees, the spray of blood across them. That was the attack site. That was where Jane Doe’s world spun entirely beyond her control, where the attack pushed her backwards, flinging body from shoes, driving her down, through the trees, onto the green beyond. 

			I looked back at the ground, the grass stained where she had lain, tried to remember how it had looked. What shape had her body been in? Had she fallen there in the course of the attack? Had she crawled? Had the paramedic moved her when he began his treatment? 

			‘Why here?’ I said to Poppy, keeping my voice low. ‘It’s close to the road. Anyone could be walking by. There’s barely any cover.’

			Poppy pursed her lips. ‘Maybe it was spontaneous. Saw her walking, took the opportunity.’

			She was going to continue, there was more she had to say, but a flurry of movement stilled her. What had been an orderly if hurried loading of our Jane Doe onto the trolley had become a mass of activity, of chest compressions and breaths, of voices raised to an urgent pitch. I moved closer, looked to the woman’s hands, where they hung limp at her side. 

			‘Come on,’ I muttered, uselessly. 

			The two new paramedics, the nameless ones, were with her, more hands than seemed possible between them. A spurt of blood. A shout, ‘Hold it!’ A pause that seemed to stretch into forever. Then, from one or the other of them, ‘Okay, we’ve got her, let’s go.’

			I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding, felt my hands begin to shake. Only that couldn’t be true, could it? Because I’m a professional and this is what I do. 

			Christian, the blood that coated me coating him too, broke away from the pack, jogged towards me with a long-limbed lope. ‘They’re taking her in.’ His gaze caught mine, grim. ‘It’s bad.’

			‘I’ll send someone with them,’ I said. ‘To get a statement.’

			He paused, glanced back towards the all but lifeless body of Jane Doe, to the other paramedics with their steady, determined rote of activity, then back at me, his look sympathetic now. ‘You can try,’ he said, softly. ‘You never know, eh?’

			I turned to watch him as he jogged back towards her, the sunlight making his blood-drenched clothes shimmer, and I remembered the weight of her face against mine, the movement of her lips and that single murmured word. 

			Wolf. 
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			Chapter 1

			The doors of the ambulance hung wide open, waiting. Not for us. For Jane Doe. If you looked at her and only her, you would think that the world had stopped, was holding its breath for her as she clung on to the last embers of life. She – whoever she was – had closed her eyes. Although that suggested some agency, as if it was a choice she had made, rather than the forceful emptiness of a system beginning its slow shutdown. I watched her, searching for a movement of the chest in amongst the jostling of the gurney, of the paramedics as they leaned into her, words short and expeditious. Was that it? Was that a breath, air struggling its way into her collapsing lungs? Or was it merely an illusion, my brain translating stillness into life. I thought of the word she had whispered. Wolf.

			The paramedics slowed, stopped, a collective deep breath, then hoisted the gurney and the woman upon it into the waiting ambulance. A burst of sound broke the silence, an out-of-place laugh, and I swung my gaze upwards, irritation bubbling. The blocky building, the international halls of residence, had been sleeping before. But the commotion must have woken them, window after window now stuffed with faces. A girl with violet-streaked hair hung from a third-floor window, her back to us, a mobile phone held up high as she tilted her head for just the right effect for the death selfie. 

			I made a low noise in the back of my throat. 

			‘Shall I go with her?’ I hadn’t noticed Harry at my elbow, and the suddenness of his voice sent my heart racing. ‘In the ambulance?’

			I glanced back up at the gathered students, then turned to him, forcing myself into motion. ‘Sure.’ I thought of what Christian said, ‘I don’t think you’re going to get much from her at this point,’ I allowed, ‘but just in case. Make sure they package up the clothing properly, yeah?’

			‘Sure thing, Sarge.’

			I watched him march towards the ambulance, swinging his way in as one door closed and vanishing into the tumult beyond. A quick swirl of sirens and then the vehicle shifted, easing its way through the police cordon, the waiting crowd beyond. In the distance, I could just make out the roof of a news van, its satellite dish alien in the quiet street. A cameraman had elbowed his way through to the cordon, black eye of the camera’s lens trained, first on the ambulance, and then, once it departed with a blast of siren, he turned, twisting so that the camera lens rested on the open park gates, and on me. 

			I turned my back on it all, walking into the muted greenness, to where Poppy stood scowling beside the park map. 

			‘What a way to start the day, eh?’ Poppy shook her head. Thirty-five years old and yet still looking closer to seventeen, Poppy Stone came up to my shoulder, a teenage-boy frame, elfin features, her dark hair shaped into a pixie cut – the entire thing designed apparently to make her look smaller, safer, than she really was. I’ve known Poppy forever, or, if not forever, since first joining the Met, which is tantamount to the same thing. Her four-year-old son, Charlie, is my godson. It builds a special kind of closeness, moving from civilian life into police life. They warn you that the police force can be all-encompassing, especially at the beginning, exposing you to a side of life that is hidden from the rest of the world. You can drown in it, if you’re not careful. Poppy and I had been keeping each other afloat for ten years now. 

			‘Indeed.’ I looked beyond her to the stained grass beneath the old plane tree, the evidence markers standing proud in amongst it. Jane Doe’s blood had soaked its way through my shirt, the damp sending shivers of cold through to my skin, and I suppressed a shudder, looking up to the tree beneath which she had fallen, branches of it rustling with the low breeze that swept across the square of the park. It should have been midnight. The amount of life that had forced itself into this small space of time felt suffocating. I turned on my heel, pivoting back towards the street. The girl with the violet hair was hanging from her window now, chattering animatedly with a muscle-bound boy in the room next door. I suppressed the urge to shout at them. 

			‘We’re already up on Facebook, aren’t we?’ I asked, quietly. 

			Poppy snorted. ‘Welcome to the world, baby girl.’

			‘Shit.’ I moved to push my hair back, fingers brushing together, the sudden realisation that they are sticky with blood still. I blew out a breath. ‘Okay, so … this is central London. So there’s got to be …’ I inched closer to the road, scanning the building opposite, my face prickling with the sense of being stared at. Then I found it, a neat white bauble tucked right at the building’s edge. ‘There. CCTV.’

			Poppy squinted up. ‘Looks like that should take in the park gates.’ Her gaze shifted, past the squawking onlookers. ‘Another one on the other corner. Hopefully that’ll give us some nice coverage.’

			I turned in a circle, silent for a moment. ‘Well, I’ll give him one thing. He really did pick a shitty place to attempt to pull off a murder. The cameras, the windows, broad daylight. He likely would have had more luck in Paddington Station. At least the witnesses would have been in a hurry to make their trains.’ I turned to look the way the ambulance had left. ‘Why? Why the hell would you go after someone here? This time of day?’

			The violet-haired girl was laughing again. I wondered briefly if I could arrest her for something. Breach of the peace. Being obnoxious at the scene of a crime.

			‘Well,’ said Poppy, ‘look, at the risk of being cold …’

			‘You? Stop it.’

			She snorted. ‘At the risk of being cold … even if she does die, this one shouldn’t take too long to sort through.’

			I glanced back at her. ‘You really are all soft and fuzzy, aren’t you?’

			She shivered. ‘Tried soft and fuzzy once. Didn’t like it.’

			The sun had clambered up, appeared to have given way to the inevitable, committing itself fully to the day to come. I turned my face into the breeze, feeling it scour against the raw skin of my scar and wishing I had coffee. 

			I squeezed Poppy’s elbow in a silent goodbye and spun on my heels, stalking back towards the plane tree, pavement giving way to boggy grass. The scene of the murder remained as I had left it, with only the absence of the victim’s body to mark the passage of time. Crime scenes are like paintings. You have to look at them, I mean really look, if you want to truly get into the mind of the creator. 

			A pool of blood shimmering in sunlight. 

			A single shoe, tipped upon its side. 

			It felt to me that I could hear her breathing, sharp, fearful, hear the little oh of surprise when the knife first went in, see her moss-green eyes widen. Did she know? She knew she was in trouble, clearly, would have understood that this day was not going at all how it had been planned. But did she know just how deep she was in? Did she feel the knife entering her, leaving, entering again? I found myself offering up a brief, hypocritical prayer that it all happened too fast, that her brain simply could not keep up with the blow that followed blow. 

			I inched forward, along the trail of blood, to the abandoned shoe. Could see her stumbling backwards, her blonde hair flying out, her arms reaching, as if magically that would be enough to fend off the attacks, one narrow pump, pale blue, falling from her stockinged feet. 

			The ground was uneven there, the softened earth pushed up into two long trenches that worked their way further from the road. 

			She had kept struggling. She had kept trying to get away, levering herself on hands and elbows, not wanting to turn away from her attacker, wanting to make him face her. If you’re going to kill me, you’re going to have to look at me whilst you do it. One metre. Two. Then the final blow. Was that the slice across her throat? I stooped down beside the blood pool, keeping my distance, careful where I put my feet. Surrounding it, there in amongst the dried mud, if you looked really closely you could just about make out blood spatter. A spray of crimson. 

			‘You okay, Al?’

			I started, the DI’s voice breaking into my reverie. ‘God, Guv!’ I stood, feeling a creak in my knees. ‘You should be a ninja.’

			He grinned, hands on his hips. He was always smiling, DI Noah Solway. Never seemed to find him when he wasn’t happy. I asked him about that once, some ha-ha conversation, like ‘so what’s the secret to happiness, then’. And he’d gotten quiet and serious and soft and said find someone you love to spend your life with, have a bunch of kids – he had three, a fourth on the way – and do what makes you feel whole. It probably won’t surprise you to learn that Noah was known as the Dalai Lama. 

			‘CSIs are incoming.’ He motioned back towards the gate, a figure ghostly in white marching towards us. ‘Any ID on the victim?’

			‘No. Not yet. Harry’s gone with her to the hospital, but …’ It seemed that the words caught there. I cleared my throat. ‘It’s not looking great,’ I finished. 

			‘Robbery, you think?’

			I shrugged. ‘We haven’t found a handbag. No wallet, phone, that we could see. It’s possible that her attacker made off with those things. But she had some pretty serious wedding rings on. Seems like one hell of a missed opportunity.’ I looked back to the flattened grass, the blood. ‘Guv, she said something to me. Or, at least, I think she did. Before they took her, she said … I think she said “wolf”.’

			He frowned. ‘Wolf? Like, as in a name?’

			I shook my head. ‘I don’t know. Maybe.’

			Noah pursed his lips, raising his airwave to them. ‘I’ll get someone looking into it.’ He hesitated, looking back towards the crowd. ‘What about witnesses? Anyone see the attack?’

			‘Old lady walking her dog. She was the one who called it in.’ I glanced back towards the crowd. ‘Actually, I should go see her, get a quick statement so she can get out of here.’

			The DI hesitated, looking me up and down. ‘You … ah … you need to get … um … cleaned up first?’

			I looked down at myself, at the mud on my legs and the blood on my shirt and my hands. ‘What? I came in like this. I’m calling this look urban chic.’ I grinned. ‘I’ll go, Guv. Let me just touch base with the witness first, yeah?’

			Noah nodded, doubtful. ‘Just … maybe stand upwind, yeah?’

			The street beyond the park had changed now. The ambulance gone, inconvenient victim removed from site, the whole scene had taken on a carnival atmosphere, of laughter and bubbling conversation. Someone, somewhere within the halls of residence, was cooking bacon, the heady smell of it winding its way through the lingering scent of blood. I studied the crowd. Are you here? Have you hung around, looking to see the effects of your knife work? A narrow young man, his face angry with the puckered sores of acne. A middle-aged man, solid build, scowling, his head shaking in perpetual motion. A woman, her hand over her mouth, eyes wide with fear, or with faux fear. Hard to tell. Is it you? Or you? Or you? Three, four, five mobile phones, all held up, all watching me. Their owners’ faces locked in grim determination, like they were the journalists of old and this was their Watergate. 

			I could pick out the actual journalists by their expressions, livid with determination; counted two, three, one cameraman, a photographer skirting around the edges, trying to find himself the best angle.

			As I moved towards the cordon, a hand thrust itself out from within the melee, a small blonde woman gripping a microphone tight in her fist. ‘Detective! Who is the victim?’

			I brushed the microphone aside, flung over my shoulder at her, ‘We’re still in the process of identifying her.’

			In the process. A much nicer way of saying ‘Not a bloody clue.’

			The Jamaican woman had moved herself to beneath the shade of the building, was walking in a small, tight circle, towards the pavement’s edge, a sharp right at the kerb, around again. The golden retriever sat, his back pressed up against the wall, and watched her with liquid eyes. Every so often he would sigh. 

			‘Excuse me, you’re the lady who called 999, yes?’

			The woman stopped mid-circuit, her grip on the lead tightening, and turned to study me with a frown. ‘You that police lady who was here first?’ She marched right up to me, stood so that her toes pressed up against mine, smelling of burnt caramel, the early morning sunshine shining off her skin, shimmying with the shifting of her weight, left foot to right and then back again. ‘I mean, awful. Terrible. To think that you can go out your own front door and some monster … well, it just don’t bear thinking about.’ She shook her head heavily, her gaze finally resting on me, and then the moment, the inevitable motion of her eyes coming to rest on the uneven puckered scarring that laced the left side of my face, my lacklustre hair not enough to hide it. Her mouth opened, the words approaching with the inevitability of a steam train on tracks. ‘Oh, love, what happened to you? My goodness …’

			There was never a satisfactory answer, that much I had already learned, there were no words I could offer which would seem adequate to explain my appearance. The golden retriever sank lower, his weighty stomach grazing against the roughened ground, his gaze forlorn. He glanced up at me – she’s always like this, you get used to her. 

			‘An accident,’ I said. ‘And it just goes to show, you should never play with matches.’ I gave a quick laugh, painful in its falsity. Shit. I really did need to figure out a better line. 

			She reached out a narrow hand, gripping tight to my arm. ‘I’m gonna remember you in my prayers, you hear?’

			I shook her hand off, a reflex as if her touch had stung my skin. ‘So,’ I said, my voice impressively even, ‘I’m sorry, it’s Mrs …’

			‘Clarke. Edwina Clarke. Do you know who she is? That lady as got stabbed? Poor angel. I want to pray for her too.’

			‘I … no, not yet. We’re still working on it. So, can you tell me what you saw, Mrs Clarke?’

			She shrugged, the red wool coat shifting in the breeze. ‘I was walking Billy. He’s gettin’ on now, but we have to keep ourselves going, don’t we, Bill? No point sitting about waiting for death.’

			Billy shifted his wide heft from side to side and farted loudly. He had the good grace to look embarrassed. 

			‘I was goin’ to Brunswick Square Gardens. We always do. And I saw something laying there, and I thought, well, don’t you know, I didn’t know what it was, but then, it moved and … I tell you, I thought as I was goin’ to drop down dead right there. This man, he was laying on top of this girl, and I thought, well,’ she patted my arm again, eyes meaningfully wide, ‘you can imagine what it was I thought. And then he just springs up like he’s been electrocuted and dashes off. And then … then I saw. All that blood. The poor girl.’

			My heart had begun to beat faster. Although, in fairness, that might have been from the pungent scent of Billy’s releases, carried towards me on the breeze. ‘Which way? When he ran, which way did he go?’

			The woman stopped for a moment, turned again in a tight circle, frowning heavily, then gestured towards the park. ‘That way. Up towards that there school of whatsit … pharmceuticals.’

			‘Pharmacy.’

			‘That’s the one. I saw him dash right up there. Although I lost sight of him pretty quick.’

			North. I made a note. ‘What did he look like?’

			‘Oh, of course, I didn’ see him close, no, but big fella.’ She held her hands out about her disappearing waist. ‘You know, belly on him. He had one of them silly hats on that the lads wear, like, you know, a wool one …’

			‘A beanie?’

			‘I don’ know, love, but if you say so, I’m not one to argue. And his hair, long it was. You could see it sticking from under his hat.’ She shook her head. ‘I should have done somethin’. I should have set Billy on him.’

			Billy glanced mournfully up at her, his expression unconvinced. 

			I looked from Billy to Mrs Clarke, struggling to dispel the unlikely image. ‘Okay, um, the victim,’ I said, ‘did you speak to her? Did she say anything to you?’

			‘No, love,’ said the woman triumphantly, resting her thick-fingered hand on my forearm ‘I stayed well clear. I watch CSI. I know all about them DNA and such, and all that contamination of evidence. No, Billy and I, once we saw what was goin’ on here, we kept well back. To preserve the scene,’ she added, helpfully. ‘I called 999 and talked to a woman – very rude she was, kept telling me to calm down. Calm down! Like there wasn’t a dead body lying not ten feet from me. Calm down … Course, then she turned out not to be dead …’ She shook her head. ‘Poor angel.’ She looked at me sadly so that it was not clear whether the angel in question was the victim or, rather, me. 

			‘You know, the worst thing …’ she lowered her voice, stepping closer into me again, Billy shifting out of the way with a long-suffering grunt ‘… somewhere out there, there’s a mother, going about her business, no idea that her daughter is lying dead in a park. Awful. Just awful.’

			I found myself recoiling, whether from the overwhelming scent of Billy, or from the sudden intimacy that had been forced upon me. Nodding in what I hoped appeared to be a professional way. Because it was the eternal truth, that death was never simply death. It had many fingers, strands that wound its way out from the victim, wrapping themselves around countless other lives. And those lives, where were they? A husband at work? Children in a crèche? All moving through a shattered world protected by their blissful ignorance. In minutes, or in hours, someone – quite possibly me – would come and blow that ignorance apart. 

			I thanked her, told her that someone would be in touch and then turned, all the while feeling her lingering gaze that could not resist settling on my scar. 

			She had interrupted him. It seemed that Edwina Clarke, wittingly or not, had saved Jane Doe’s life. However brief that salvation should prove to be. I ducked in through the wrought-iron gates and thought of the gaping wound that had torn her throat in two, of the puncture holes, one after another after another, that had covered her torso, and a thought settled over me. That he, whoever he was, had meant to kill her, that he had failed, and that was in large part thanks to Edwina Clarke and the flatulent Billy. 

			‘Glad to see I’m in fashion.’

			The words seemed to come from a long way away, and I stared at Christian, the paramedic, his uniform still slick with the same blood that covered me, trying to fit together the movement of his lips with the distant sound of speech. 

			‘Oh, yeah.’ I looked down at what remained of my clothing. ‘Well, you have to be willing to try something new, I always say. And you’ve really nailed the smell,’ I offered, ‘which, personally, I think is the most important bit.’

			Christian stood with Poppy, their backs towards the riotous colours of the flower bed. ‘You know,’ he said, softly, ‘some days I wonder what the hell I’m doing bringing kids up in London. My wife’s family, they’re from Wales. Sometimes I think, yeah, that’s what we should do. Pack this all in and head down there. You don’t get this in Wales.’

			I nodded, privately thinking that you did indeed get attempted murders in Wales. 

			‘How old are your kids?’ asked Poppy in the awkward manner of one who hates small talk, her pen poised above her open notepad.

			‘Four and coming up on two.’ He wasn’t looking at us, his gaze focused beyond, on the unspooling crime scene tape, the puddle of blood. He was attractive, in a slender, clean-cut kind of way, dark hair cropped close to his scalp. ‘Days like this … I don’t know, it really makes you think, you know? About the kind of life you want to give them?’

			‘Amen to that,’ muttered Poppy. ‘So, sorry, you were saying, you were just finishing your shift?’

			‘Huh?’ Christian pulled his attention back towards her, the slightest shake of his head. ‘No, I’d already finished. I’m based out of Brent. I train around here, the martial arts centre on Tavistock Place. I’d parked up …’

			‘Where?’ I asked.

			He glanced around him, orienting himself. ‘Ah, up by the Blind Institute? I was just getting my stuff together and I heard the call come in over the radio. I realised I was close. So I grabbed my stuff, ran for it. I got to the gardens …’

			‘Which way?’ I interrupted. ‘Which way did you come in?’

			He pointed to the left of us, up towards the School of Pharmacy. ‘From the top end. Came on down and could see the victim lying on the ground.’ He shook his head. ‘What a goddamn mess. She was conscious, as you saw, struggling. No sign of her attacker.’

			‘And you didn’t see anyone on your way in? Witness has indicated he left from the north gate.’

			He shook his head. ‘Sorry, no.’ He sighed, fixing me with a soft look. ‘I just need to really warn you … she’s in a bad way. Injuries like that …’ His gaze dropped to the ground. ‘I wouldn’t get your hopes up.’

			You can’t afford to get too invested in these things. You can’t let yourself go, let yourself wallow in the tragedy of it all. Because the job is tragedy, the job is pain, and if you let it in, if you allow yourself to feel it, then you will drown in it. 

			‘Did you move her at all to treat her?’ I asked, my voice iron-hard. 

			Christian shook his head. ‘She was lying on her back. Her hands kept going to her throat, the way they were when you arrived. I don’t think she fully understood what had happened to her. She stayed pretty much as I found her.’ He folded his arms, plastic gloves crinkling with the movement. ‘Honest to god, it doesn’t pay to think too much about this shit. You’d never drag yourself out of bed in the morning.’

			I wholeheartedly agreed. 

			He studied me. ‘She’s lucky you got here when you did.’

			I started. ‘I … I didn’t do anything, not really.’

			‘No,’ he said, softly, ‘but you were a comfort to her. And, at a time like this, that matters.’

			I nodded, taking longer than I should to arrange my words. ‘I’m going to check in with the DI and then see if I can source a nice hot shower,’ I said, gesturing down at my clothing with a grimace.

			The paramedic grinned. ‘Yeah, I think this style has run its course.’

			But I had already stopped paying attention, my feet beginning to move through the dew-wet grass, the flashes of rainbow-bright colours dizzying on the edge of my vision. The attacker, he had run north, up through Brunswick Square Gardens towards the hedge-hooded railings, the wrought-iron gate. He had run fast enough that he had been gone by the time Christian got there. I moved north, in my mind following his path, skirting around the blood, the CSI in his Tyvek suit, his gaze hooked on the blades of grass, on the remnants of Jane Doe left in between them.

			If it was me, if I had just murdered someone in broad daylight and gotten interrupted, I would want to hug the treeline, minimise my chances of getting seen, give myself time to think, plan what came next. 

			Hard tarmac jarred against my soles, the shape of it giving way to soft rainfall-soaked soil. Clambering bushes overhung, creating puddles of shadow and chill. And in amongst the divots and troughs, a shape, one you could easily overlook were you not searching for it. A partial footprint. 

			‘Guv!’ I bellowed. 

			I stooped down beside it. It was clean, the front portion of a shoe represented in earth, the vague suggestion of a tread pattern within it. It sat within a small cluster of bushes, hidden from the road. I turned on myself, focusing. Then something caught me … it took me a moment to realise what I had seen, to find it again, but there, about a metre from the print, a patch of grass at odds with the rest of it. 

			‘Is that blood?’ Noah was breathing lightly, in spite of having run over. He folded himself down beside me, leaning into the shadows. 

			‘Looks like it.’

			I was vaguely aware of the radio beeping, of the DI’s voice, calm and commanding, but I wasn’t paying attention. Not really. He was here. After he stabbed her, after the interruption and the run, he was here. Why? 

			Had he slipped, falling so that the only thing that could save him was a blood-drenched hand flung forward onto the ground? 

			I stood, surveying my surroundings. The tennis courts through the diamond-link fence. The red-brick School of Pharmacy peering through the opposite park gate.

			Then my name, dim and distant. I turned, trying to focus on it. The DI had moved now, had walked away from me, following the path, was leaning over, his long body folded at the waist like one of those old-fashioned dunking birds. 

			‘What is it, Guv?’

			‘Bin,’ he called, shortly. He looked up, not at me, but at the approaching CSI. ‘Joe, you want to check this out for me?’

			The suited Joe nodded briefly, spreading plastic sheeting out across the grass. 

			It happens this, sometimes across a career, when you see things play out before you as if they have already done them once before. Perhaps it is experience, a decade of policing painting a template for the way these things seem to inevitably go. The CSI leaned into the bin, the movement shaking free a breath of the sweet scent of rotted food. He hesitated, studying for a moment the darkness within. Then it was unfolding, just like it already had in my head, an empty crisp wrapper, a page from The Times.

			The handbag of Jane Doe. 

			I released a breath, the spurting adrenaline sinking with the oncoming conclusion. Puzzle solved. Game over. 

			‘Guv?’ The CSI’s voice came low, Scottish lilt containing a warning. 

			‘What?’

			He turned to face us, gloved hands holding up the handbag, pulling it open wide. ‘It’s empty.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Chapter 2

			‘She loves you, yeah, yeah, yeah …’

			A young woman, wafer-thin, hair pulled back into a thousand tiny braids, sat on the bench tucked at the rear of the Piccadilly line platform, singing softly, as if to herself. I glanced sideways at her, wondering if she knew that I could hear her, if she was operating under the belief that her low voice was being tugged away, lost in the murmur of voices, the shuddering rumble of the incoming train. She looked back at me, grinned and began singing louder. 

			It had been three hours now. And so far our victim had no name. I sighed, tugging at the hem of the spare blouse I kept hung in my locker, and watched the backs of those who stood before me, these ordinary people going about their ordinary days. 

			I shifted my gaze, beaten back by the relentless cheerfulness of the singing woman, staring at the sign above her head. Next train, five minutes. 

			The platform was muggy, airless after the wide-open space of Brunswick Square, and yet even that in the end had become suffocating, with its queue of witnesses, one following another. I saw the victim crossing the road by the Brunswick Centre. I saw her walking past the park gate. I saw her. I saw her. It seemed that all of London had seen her, and yet no one knew who she was. What about him? Who? How was that possible? How could so many people have seen her walk by and yet not one of them looked at her attacker. The best we had managed was from a homeless guy, heady with the scent of alcohol and a fetid body odour – yeah, I saw someone walking behind her. A guy. Don’t remember what he looked like though. 

			CCTV. That was the answer. The witness that would not be waylaid by the victim herself. And so I had scoured the halls of residence. Because they had CCTV, the answer to the question sitting right there. Oh, you want to speak to the custodian. No. I don’t know his name. Nope. No idea how to get hold of him. I saw that woman though, the one that got stabbed? 

			The manager of the Brunswick Centre was easier to track down, although hardly more helpful. I’m on my way in from Chertsey, but the M3 is at a standstill. It’s going to be a while. 

			I had sworn, vividly, had turned to Noah. ‘This is absurd. Poppy and I will go out to the Westminster CCTV control room while we wait.’

			And then, because life really can be a relentless bitch sometimes, a burst water main at High Holborn, spooling water out across the unsuspecting thoroughfare, traffic snarling to a halt, the world conspiring, chaos in cahoots. Fine. I’ll take the sodding tube then. 

			Five minutes. How much further away will you have gotten in five minutes? Has it happened for you yet? Has the flood of adrenaline begun to ease, reality settling over you in a stunning awareness of what it is you have done? Are you shaking? Are you frightened? Or is it something other? Are you breathing hard, thinking what it is you must do now, where it is you must run? 

			Poppy leaned over, peering into the darkness of the tunnel as if that way she could hurry the train on. ‘You think she knew him?’ she asked. ‘The guy who stabbed her?’

			I shook my head, one word rolling through it, a never-ending loop. Wolf. ‘I don’t know.’ I pulled out my phone, opening my emails one more time and scrolling through the list – the London Wolf-Pack as I had begun to think of it. Who would have known there were so many of them? I studied the names, wondering if I held it in my hand, the answer to this. If it would be that simple, a whispered word, a killer hiding in amongst a pack of wolves, and there’s an end to it. 

			‘The guys are running the names down,’ said Poppy, reading my mind. ‘Let’s hope they turn up something.’

			The platform began to shudder, the wind to whistle. The singing woman pushed herself up to standing, tugged a cloth bag onto her narrow shoulder and turned, moving further down the thronged platform, deeper into the crowd, until she vanished from sight. 

			Had the victim understood how things would be for her? When she told herself the story of her demise in those midnight hours when sleep seems to have hidden itself behind a solid wall of dark fantasies, did it involve her loved ones besieged by an unerring sense of the wrongness in the world? Being tugged towards her by some invisible and yet inviolate thread? Or did she understand her own world well enough to know that she could disappear, could be fighting for her life, and still no one would have missed her?

			But then, I thought, how many of us turn out to be who we thought ourselves to be?

			The train emerged from the darkness of the tunnel, slowing to a shuddering halt, the crowd before me surging towards the open doors. I sighed, a dim awareness of Poppy at my right elbow, and stepped into the knot of people, all elbows and joints, the smell of sweat hanging heavy. Poppy tucked herself in beside me, ducking beneath an outstretched arm. A middle-aged man with a goatee, painfully manicured eyebrows, shifted, studying Poppy appraisingly.

			‘Where the hell are they?’ I muttered. ‘The family. Why haven’t they been in touch? It’s been all over the TV.’

			It had gone out on the lunchtime news. The police need your help. And the phones had begun ringing soon after. I saw her. I saw her. Until in the end, it seemed that the entire world had seen her, could one way or another claim some kind of acquaintance with her, even if it was only a passing nod. But not them. Not the people who should have loved her the most.

			The middle-aged man shifted his look towards me, eyes narrowing, the beginning of a smile, then the gaze tracking to my scar. He looked away. 

			Poppy shrugged. ‘It’s been, what, three hours? For a family, that’s nothing. It’s a morning at work. Likely they have no idea she’s missing yet.’

			Schrödinger’s cat, the box yet unopened, puss both alive and dead.

			‘Besides,’ she said, ‘even if they have seen it, London’s a big place. Likely they’re thinking it couldn’t possibly have anything to do with them.’

			The man’s attention had returned to Poppy, a dog studying a chew toy. She glanced up at him, a slight frown. 

			‘You okay?’ she asked, her head dipped to one side, faux coy. 

			‘Yeah …’ A mad scramble of emotions, his face shifting to a smile. 

			‘Good. Do me a favour and bugger off then.’

			I turned away, hid a smile. 

			The journey took too long, useless minutes in which it seemed that time stretched and elongated, making my fingers twitch. And yet, in violation of all expectations, it did in fact end, stifling tube eventually giving way to windswept streets. And then to the Westminster CCTV control room. It appeared as a piece of modern art come to life – a study of twenty-first-century London, screen upon screen upon screen revealing dizzying snatches of city life. 

			The narrow woman at the controls looked up, offered an effortful smile. ‘All right? I’m Steph …’ She held out a limp-wristed hand, clasping mine loosely before releasing it like it had burned. ‘You’re looking for Brunswick Square, yeah?’ She shifted in her chair, moving a cursor between a galaxy of red dots. ‘Grab a seat. This’ll just take a second.’

			I slid into a seat, my gaze lingering on the screens before me, the voyeurism of it all somehow strangely addictive. ‘This is better than EastEnders.’

			Steph gave a grimace that I decided to interpret as a smile. 

			I cleared my throat. ‘Yeah, so, we’re looking into an attempted murder. Took place this morning at 7.45 a.m. We have witnesses who say they saw our victim approaching via Hunter Street.’

			The woman pulled a face. ‘Let me see … Okay …’

			The screen changed, an empty street, a red-brick apartment building stretching towards the horizon. A burst of movement as a powder-white cat darted across the road, sending my heart rate spiking. Then, a figure moving onto the screen, walking towards us, a slender figure, a fur collar, soft grey coat. 

			Jane Doe. 

			‘We’ve got her,’ I muttered. 

			Poppy silently held out a fist to bump against mine, both our eyes locked on the screen as Jane Doe moved closer. She walked quickly, the glow of her standing proud, her handbag tucked tight beneath her arm, and I leaned in as she rounded the corner onto Brunswick Square, my gaze glued to the woman striding forward with no idea of what was to come.

			Where did the attack come from? The houses, still closed up tight? The stacked-up parked cars? The hovering complex of the Brunswick Centre? 

			Then came another movement from the top of the screen, and all doubt vanished. A dark figure entering the frame steps wide and fast.

			‘Wait. Freeze it there.’ I leaned in, could feel the slightest of tremors in my fingers. ‘It’s him. It has to be him.’

			He had frozen mid-charge, a thick frame, dull grey parka straining at the spare tyre at his middle, the collar of it pulled up high so that it all but met the tan baseball cap that concealed his face. I studied him. 

			‘God, your gaze just … it kind of slides off him, doesn’t it?’

			Was it a design? The muted colours, the nondescript clothing? Or was that simply him, the most average of average Joes. 

			‘No wonder none of the witnesses noticed him,’ muttered Poppy. ‘I barely notice him and I’m staring right at him.’

			‘What’s that there?’ I gestured at the screen, a patch of light beneath the dull of the baseball cap. 

			Poppy stood, peering. ‘It’s … it looks like hair, like he’s tucked his hair beneath his collar.’

			‘I’d say that’s blond, wouldn’t you?’

			Poppy nodded. 

			‘Can you let it play?’ I asked Steph. ‘Come on, you git. Look up.’

			The image came to life again, and I stared at him, willing him to shift, to allow us into the shadow of his cap. He walked fast, long, loping strides, his head bobbing, scanning left to right. 

			‘He’s checking,’ I muttered. ‘He’s making sure they’re alone.’

			Then, as Jane Doe neared the entrance to the park, a sudden burst of speed, walk turning to run, and he was hammering towards her, a cheetah closing upon a gazelle, the gap between them vanishing in a heartbeat. She must have heard the sound. She began to turn, but it was already too late, because there was a hand across her mouth, another shoving her, away from the wide-open street and the watching windows, towards the open park gates. 

			My breath caught in my throat and I could smell the jasmine of her perfume, feel the pressure of her fingers in mine. 

			She fought. She fought hard. It gave me some small satisfaction to see that. She twisted, and tore at him, her mouth opening as if to scream, only he was too fast for her and where her open mouth had been, now there was a brick-sized hand, spreadeagled across her face, shoving her backwards.

			In the blink of an eye, they were gone, vanished through the gates, hidden by a wall of green. 

			‘Holy shit!’ said Poppy.

			I stared at the now empty street. ‘Yeah.’ My mouth opened, closed again. Breathe. 

			‘There’s another camera, to the north.’ Steph sounded bored, her voice an unbroken monotone. Had she not watched it? Had she not seen? I glanced at her, her lips pursed, shimmying the feed. ‘May have picked up something …’

			The image shifted, a swathe of green, a burst of colour at its centre, the flowers in their vivid bloom. 

			Then, from the very bottom of the screen, came a flutter of movement. 

			‘Wait,’ said Poppy. ‘What is that?’

			I studied it, for long moments unable to make sense of what I was seeing. Then realisation hit. ‘That’s her. That’s Jane Doe.’

			It was in fact the top of her head, distant and small, the unsteady sheet of her blonde hair fanned out, stark against the shadowed grass. Another movement, and Jane Doe shifted, edging into camera shot, on her back, facing upwards. I leaned closer, imagining that I could see her face, that in amongst the loosely textured pixels there was a rictus of terror. Willing her attacker to step forward, to lean into camera shot. Then, a flash, a spurt of something that stained her blonde hair black. 

			‘He just cut her throat,’ muttered Poppy. 

			A low noise crept from the technician, a moan almost, but when I shifted my gaze to her, her expression was flat, stoic. 

			I looked back to the screen, seconds thickening into minutes. Jane Doe lay on the grass, a dark funnel of blood billowing from her throat. It seemed to me that her lips were moving, a constant invocation, as if she was saying a rosary. But perhaps that was just me, my imagination filling in what the camera’s reach could not. I leaned forward, my elbows rested on my knees, my fingers folded so tight together they hurt, and watched the woman losing her grip on life. Then came another movement, a shape that masked her from view. The paramedic leaning over her. 

			I leaned back. ‘Why didn’t we see the attacker’s exit? Mrs Clarke, the witness, she said he ran to the north.’

			Poppy studied the screen, reached up, her finger tracing the edges of it. ‘He’s hugged the fence line, managed to stay just beyond the camera’s frame.’

			I grunted, watched the screen. Wait for it. Wait. Then another movement. Me. I watched myself, hovering over her, more useless than I remember being. My hands sat in my lap, feeling strangely empty. I glanced down at them, expecting to see blood.

			‘We have him on CCTV,’ said Poppy, quietly. ‘We have the attack. We’ll release it to the media. Stupid bastard picked the wrong victim in the wrong place.’

			I sat there for a moment, the edge of a thought pressing on me. I had seen something. What was that? ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘can we back up a bit. To the close-up of the victim right before the attack?’

			‘Sure.’ The screen shifted, and there she was again, vivid in life. 

			I leaned closer. What was it? What had I seen? ‘Look at that.’

			‘What?’ asked Poppy. 

			‘Her handbag. See the shape of it? How full it looks. See? It looks like there’s something sticking out the top.’

			‘Looks like an envelope. Or a … I don’t know, a folder, maybe?’

			I studied the screen, bit my lip. ‘He took it. He tried to kill her and he took whatever that was.’ I looked at Poppy. ‘So, now the question is, did he attack her and steal whatever that is to throw us off the scent? Or …’

			‘Or was the whole attack about whatever is in that envelope?’
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